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expect to see in the coming year. 
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The CEA (Consumer Electronics Association) predicts 
that the electronic gadgets topping many wish lists this 
holiday season will boost sales to $48.1 billion. If 
you're itching to get started on your holiday buying, 
we have loads of ideas for the home theater, digital 
imaging, computer, and wireless lovers on your hol- 
iday gift lists this year. 
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DESKTOPS & LAPTOPS 



All Together Now 



As desktop computers continue 
to shrink, it was only a matter 
of time before manufacturers dis- 
covered a way to ditch the tradi- 
tional computer case altogether. 
The result is the all-in-one com- 
puter, which squeezes the CPU, 
memory, ports, and other compo- 
nents into the base of the LCD 
monitor itself, leaving only a key- 
board and mouse to otherwise oc- 
cupy space. While Apple's iMac is 
known for pioneering the all-in-one 
design, other computer manufac- 
turers are getting in on the action. 

Gateway unveiled the Gateway 
One, an all-in-one design that starts 
at $1,299.99 for the GZ7108 (other 
models are also available, including 
the $1,499.99 ZX190 and $1,799.99 
GZ7220). All of the Gateway One 
models feature an integrated 19-inch 
widescreen TFT (thin film tran- 
sistor) LCD with a resolution of 
1,440 x 900, and the GZ7108 powers 
the monitor with an Intel Graphic 
Media Accelerator X3100. The 
ZX190 and GZ7220 boost graphics 
performance further with an ATI 
Mobility Radeon HD 2600 XT with 
256MB of dedicated video memory. 
All models include 8 -channel (7.1) 
high-definition audio and integrated 
NXT SoundVu speaker technology. 

The GZ7108 and ZX190 models 
both include an Intel Core 2 Duo 
T5250 dual-core processor and 
2GB of dual-channel DDR2 (double 
data rate 2) RAM, while the GZ7220 
includes an Intel Core 2 Duo 
T7250 dual-core pro- 
cessor and 3GB of 
DDR2 RAM. If you think 
that an all-in-one PC won't 
have much room for data storage, 
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think again, because these models 
boast 320GB, 400GB, and 500GB 
SATA II (Serial Advanced Tech- 
nology Attachment) hard drives, re- 
spectively. They also pack in a 
surprising number of ports — seven 
USB 2.0 ports and one FireWire 
port. A wireless keyboard, wireless 
mouse, Web cam, and media center 
remote control are also included 
with each model. 

Sony also has released an all-in- 
one model, called the VAIO LT. 
Sony markets this product as a 
PC/TV combination. It comes with a 
22-inch display and an optional 
Blu-ray Disc optical drive. The 
VAIO LT also features an Intel 
Core 2 Duo processor, 2GB of 
RAM, and a built-in camera 
and microphone. The display 
features Sony's XBRITE- 
HiColor LCD technology, 
complete with a glare filter 
and antireflective coating. 

Like the Gateway One, 
the VAIO LT includes a 
wireless keyboard and 
mouse. An audio/video 

If you think this looks like 
a monitor, keyboard, and 
mouse, you're partly 
correct — there's also 
an entire, powerful 
computer in this 
all-in-one design 
from Gateway. 



quick-resume switch lets users 
quickly turn the TV off and on 
without waiting for the PC to shut 
down or boot up. The VAIO LT 
(model VGC-LT15E) with Win- 
dows Vista Home Premium is 
$1,899.99, while the VAIO LT HD 
(VGC-LT19U), which includes a 
Blu-ray Disc drive and Vista Ul- 
timate, is $2,899.99. A midrange 
model (VGC-LT18E) is available for 
$2,049.99 and includes a faster 
processor than that included with the 
entry model (2.2GHz vs. 1.5GHz), as 
well as the ability to record digital, 
analog, and cable TV. I 





TECH NEWS 



STORAG E 



Storage Gets Personal 



Digital media such as pictures, music, and movies can 
consume hard drive space so quickly that many users 
now must think twice about what exactly they wish to save. 
The good news is that hard drive manufac- 
turers are not only providing more afford- 
able products, but they're also creating 
products geared for specific storage uses. 

For example, a new line of external drives 
from Western Digital targets different types 
of home users and is available in several 
storage capacities. For instance, the 500GB 
My Book Home Edition ($219.99; www 
.wdc.com) features triple interfaces, in- 
cluding USB 2.0, FireWire, and eSATA (ex- 
ternal SATA). According to the company, 
this drive is designed for home users who 
want to save "precious memories" con- 
tained in digital photos and videos. 

However, the drive includes more than 
the ability to perform simple storage duties, 
as it also includes automatic, continuous 




backup that works in the background and data synchro- 
nization and encryption. A capacity gauge indicates how 
much storage is available on the drive, while a SmartPower 
feature powers the drive on and off along 
with the computer. 

The My Book Essential Edition 2.0 
($169.99 for 500GB) aims for simplicity 
with a USB 2.0 interface and little else. Also 
available from Western Digital's classic edi- 
tions of My Book external drives is the 
My Book Premium Edition ($199.99 for 
500GB), which, despite the name, also is a 
step down from the Home Edition. The 
Premium Edition offers USB 2.0 and 
FireWire interfaces, a capacity gauge, and 
backup software. I 

The new My Book line of external hard drives from 
Western Digital targets different types of home users 
with varied storage amounts, interface options, and 
bundled software. 



DISPLAYS 



Sony Debuts Pricey OLED TV 

When new technologies find success 
in the massive consumer elec 
tronics arena, they typically find 
their way to the computer mar- 
ket, and vice versa. For this 
reason, the OLED (organic 
light-emitting diode) TV 
movement bears watching, 
particularly as several man- 
ufacturers begin to intro- 
duce models that could 
begin to give LCD and plas- 
ma TVs and monitors a run 
for their money. 

Sony announced plans to 
launch its XEL-1 OLED TV in 
Japan on Dec. 1, a launch that 
would represent the first major 
company to release such a television. 




However, this launch is typical of other 

cutting-edge technology debuts: not 

much product for the money. 

Sony's XEL-1 display is just 11 

inches, though the screen is a 

scant 3 millimeters thick, at a 

price of about $1,700. 

OLED screens not only 
require less power to run 
than other displays, but 
they also feature better col- 
or re-creation, brightness, 
and viewing angles than 
LCD and plasma televisions, 
f and they boast faster response 

times. For example, Sony claims 
its XEL-1 has a contrast ratio of 
1,000,000:1 and consumes only 45 
watts of power. I 
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TECH NEWS 



PRINTERS & PERIPHERALS 



Logitech Refines The Mobile Mouse 



If you've seen or used Logitech's VX Revolution mouse, 
you know that the company did an admirable job of 
shrinking its innovative MX Revolution mouse to accom- 
modate the smaller profile necessary for mobile computing. 
But if you also thought the VX Revolution could have used 
a few more tweaks, you were probably right — and appar- 
ently Logitech agrees. 

The new VX Nano Cordless Laser Mouse for Notebooks 
($69.99; www.logitech.com) takes the basic design of the 
VX Revolution and integrates the concept of addition 
through subtraction. At first glance, the Nano looks strik- 
ingly similar to the Revolution, but it's actually slimmer, al- 
lowing it to fit more easily into cramped notebook cases. 
Like the Revolution, the Nano includes Logitech's Micro- 
Gear precision scroll wheel, which allows users to scroll 
with nearly no friction through large documents. 

The biggest — or technically smallest — upgrade is the new 
nano -receiver, which is roughly the size of a nickel and al- 
most unnoticeable when plugged into a USB port. According 
to Logitech, the nano-receiver can stay plugged into the note- 
book when not in use, which boosts convenience. In addition 



to the expected Forward and Backward buttons, the VX 
Nano includes five programmable buttons that can be altered 
through the included SetPoint software. I 




The Logitech VX Nano not only features a slimmer design than its 
predecessor, but it also includes a tiny USB receiver that's barely 
noticeable when plugged into a port. 



CPUs, CHIPS & CARDS 



Three's No Crowd For AMD 



Dual-core processors not enough to power your 
desktop computing experience? How about 
triple-core? If that sounds tantalizing, you're 
in luck, because that's precisely what AMD 
has in store with its new Phenom pro- 
cessors, which integrate three cores on 
a single silicon die. 

"With our advanced multicore ar- 
chitecture, AMD is in a unique posi- 
tion to enable a wider range of 
premium desktop solutions, pro- 
viding a smarter choice for customer 
and end users," said Greg White, vice 
president and general manager of 
AMD's Desktop Division. 

Based on Direct Connect Architecture, 
the Phenom chips feature an integrated 
memory controller that boosts the performance of 
productivity, content creation, entertainment, and gaming 




programs. That architecture also includes the company's 
Balanced Smart Cache, which delivers quick 
memory access. Graphics performance is 
increased through the inclusion of Hy- 
perTransport 3.0 and up to 16GB 
per second of high-bandwidth I/O 
(input/output). The frequency ad- 
justments to each processor core 
are controlled through AMD's 
Cool c n'Quiet 2.0 technology. 

The triple-core Phenom joins 
AMD's dual-core Phenom X2 and 
quad-core Phenom X4. According to 
AMD, the triple-core Phenom pro- 
vides significant gains over dual-core 
AMD processors when using standard 
benchmarks such as SYSmark 2007 and 
3DMark 2006, and it matches certain bench- 
marks when compared with AMD quad-core processors. I 
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TECH NEWS 



DIG ITAL M ISCELLAN EA 



Zune Turns Over A New Leaf 



In a digital media generation that revolves almost entirely 
around Apple's iPod, it's tough for other manufacturers 
to survive. However, that doesn't mean others are throwing 
in the towel just yet, and Microsoft is leading the way with 
an impressive revamp of its Zune music player. 

Initially released in September 2006 to mixed reviews, 
the Zune line has been refreshed, with Microsoft an- 
nouncing two new flash-based models with price tags of 




$149 for a 4GB and $199 for an 8GB model, along with an 
80GB hard drive-equipped model for $249. If you think 
those prices sound familiar, that's because they indeed 
mirror the prices of Apple's iPods. 

The two most significant changes to the Zune are the new 
Zune Pad and wireless sync. The Zune Pad is a touch- sensi- 
tive button that lets users easily navigate through song or 
album lists or scroll through pictures or videos. The wireless 

sync feature lets users automati- 
cally sync their devices over their 
wireless home networks — the 
process begins when the device is 
placed in its dock or plugged in 
with its charger. 

The Zunes also let users share 
certain full-length songs, albums, 
playlists, and audio podcasts 
from device-to-device, with the 
ability to listen to any song up to 
three times with no restrictions. 
Microsoft has also revamped the 
Zune Marketplace, which will 
now feature more than 1 million 
DRM (digital rights manage- 
ment) -free MP3s. I 



PROBLEM-SOLVER: TROUBLESHOOTING THE NEWS 



My optical drive isn't automatically 
detecting discs. 

If you have Windows Autoplay en- 
abled but your CD or DVD drive 
isn't automatically detecting discs, 
you might have encountered a bug 
that can prevent Autoplay from 
working as it should. Microsoft cre- 
ated an Autoplay Repair Wizard that 
can usually fix this problem. Go to 
support.microsoft.com and search 
for Autoplay Repair Wizard to find 
and download this wizard. 

Why is there a red shade behind text 
on my LCD monitor? 

If you're using the ClearType op- 
tion in Windows (particularly in 



Windows Vista), you might need to 
tweak it to resolve potential prob- 
lems such as this. Try using the free 
Clear Tweak program, which can im- 
prove the default ClearType settings 
and fix problems. This program can 
also improve the look of CRT (cath- 
ode-ray tube) displays. Download it 
from www.ioisland.com/cleartweak. 

How can I move my USB printer 
far from my PC without affecting 
performance? 

USB specifications indicate that 
devices shouldn't be located farther 
than about 16 feet away from the 
computer to avoid performance is- 
sues. However, you can link together 



USB repeater cables, which regen- 
erate the USB signal throughout the 
length of the cable. 

My CPU monitoring utility always 
shows my CPU temperature as 32 
degrees Fahrenheit. Is this correct? 

Not only is this temperature strik- 
ingly low, but if it never changes, 
your motherboard likely isn't re- 
porting the temperature correctly, if 
at all. Check with the motherboard 
manufacturer to see if a BIOS (Basic 
Input/Output System) update is 
available for the board. If there is, 
carefully follow the manufacturer's 
directions for updating, or "flashing," 
the board with the new BIOS. I 
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CONVERGENT TECH: PDAs & SMARTPHONES 



Consumers Not Shying Away From Mobile Services 



For years, consumers have been 
increasingly bombarded with ad- 
vertisements touting entertainment- 
focused services from mobile providers. 
But how many entertainment services 
are you using on your mobile device? 
Do you even care to use any? New re- 
search from In-Stat reveals that con- 
sumers remain gung-ho about mo- 
bile content and show interest in 
emerging video services. 

An In-Stat survey of 2,049 
consumers from the United 
States, France, and the 
United Kingdom found 
that 45% of U.S. re- 
spondents (and sim- 
ilar numbers in the 
other countries) were 
"extremely/very in- 
terested" in going 
completely mobile — 
that is, dropping their 
landline telephone ser- 
vice and using only 
their mobile phones, 
though one condition was 
that they could use their in- 
home broadband connection 
for calls placed from home. 
Another 33.5% said they were 
"somewhat interested." 

Another In-Stat survey discovered 
that while voice service and informa- 
tion-based activities such as texting 
and email continue to account for 
much of the use of mobile devices, 
other activities are certainly in the 



mix. Nearly 50% of respondents said 
they use mobile services for informa- 
tion and camera-based activities, while 
35.1% use only voice services. Game, 
video, and music activities were used 
by 16.3, 11.2, and 10.9%, respectively. 
According to the research firm, 
consumers will further embrace mo- 
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bile entertainment services in the 
next three years. When asked about 
how different age groups will adopt 
mobile entertainment, more than 
60% of survey respondents said they 
felt that people between the ages of 



35 and 45 will be "more mainstream" 
when it comes to using mobile 
phones for entertainment. 

In-Stat research also shows that con- 
sumers have a growing interest in mo- 
bile video services. A study found that 
consumers have similar amounts of in- 
terest in a range of services, including 
out-of-band video, such as DVB-H 
(digital video broadcasting-hand- 
held) and MediaFLO; free-to-air 
services, such as Japan's 1-Seg 
and the ATSC (Advanced 
Television Systems Com- 
mittee) mobile and hand- 
held proposal; 3G-based 
video clips, such as 
those used with Veri- 
zon Wireless' V CAST; 
and video associated 
with local cable opera- 
tors, such as Sprint's 
Pivot service. 
In a white paper ti- 
tled "Global Mobile 
Entertainment Evolves 
in the Real World," In- 
Stat analyst Gerry Kaufhold 
writes, "Consumers are now 
enabled to find the content 
they want, use it as they see fit, 
and then share it among members 
of their £ micro-user community' 
using buddy lists. They can also 
link directly to a variety of In- 
ternet portals to share what they 
like and cross-pollinate with wider 
social networks." I 



DULY QUOTED 



"The particular area of the brain where the blood-flow change occurs 
should provide indications of the brain s metabolic changes and, by extension, 
workload, which could be a proxy for emotions like frustration." 

— Sergio Fantini, a biomedical engineering professor at Tufts University, comments on research that uses a 
computer to determine whether you are overworked, under-worked, or not working at all. 

Source: FOXNews.com 
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News From The Help Desk 



Our Most Common Tech Gills 



Compiled by Kylee Dickey 



Each month, we receive numerous technical support calls and 
email messages. Some computer problems are fairly common, 
and we find that many callers struggle to resolve the same issues. 
In this article, we cover four of the most common or timely tech 
support questions and provide our solution for each of them. 

QWhen I type the URL of a Web site I want to visit in the 
Address field of my browser, I either see a message that 
my search did not match any documents or a message that 
starts with, "Did you mean . . ." What did I do wrong? 

A Look at the screen with the error message. Do you see 
the Google logo at the top of the screen? If so, you 
probably typed the URL in the wrong field. Many modern 
Web browsers, including Internet Explorer 7 and Firefox, 
have two fields in which you can type on the toolbar. One is 
the Address field, and the other is a Google search field. If 
you type a URL in the Google search field, instead of 
loading the Web page located at that URL, your Web 
browser displays the results of a Google search for the string 
of characters in the URL. 

If Google has included the site in its index (Google's cat- 
alog of all of the Web pages it has located and deemed sig- 
nificant Internet content), you will either go directly to the 
Web site, or you will see a list of search results, including 
the site to which you wanted to go. 
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When you type the URL of a site you would like to visit, make sure 
you use your browser's Address field rather than a Google search field. 



However, if Google has not indexed the URL that you 
typed in the Google search field, you will see either a mes- 
sage that your search did not match any documents or a 
message that starts with, "Did you mean . . ." You may also 
see one of these messages if you type the URL in the 
Address field (as you should), but you mistype the URL. 

It is fairly simple to tell the difference between the 
Address field and the Google search field. Sometimes the 
Address field is actually labeled Address. The Address field 
should have a small icon on the left side, usually a globe, an 
IE icon, or something similar. In contrast, the left edge of a 
Google search field has a blue G icon. Make sure you type 
the URL in the Address field rather than the Google field, 
and the page should load properly. 

i Is it possible to tell how much memory is installed in my 
' computer without opening the case? 

A Yes, you can quickly determine how much memory is 
installed, and you don't have to turn off your computer, 
use a screwdriver, or open the case. Just click the Start menu 
and Control Panel (or Settings and Control Panel in 
Windows 9x/Me). Then double-click System. (If you don't 
see System, click the Switch To Classic View link in the left 
pane and then double-click System.) In the resulting System 
Properties dialog box, click the General tab. Under 
Computer, you'll see two items listed. The first is the installed 
processor. The second is the amount of memory installed in 
your computer. When you're finished, click the OK button to 
close the System Properties window. 



System Restore Automatic Updates Remote 

General | Computer Name || Hardware | Advanced 
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Computer: 
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processor 1500MHz 
1.50 GHz, 1.00 GB of RAM 



You don't need to 
open your case to see 
how much memory is 
installed in your PC. 
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Ql don't have an Outlook Express email account, but I 
opened Outlook Express recently and saw email messages 
in the Outlook Express inbox. Where did they come from? 

A This is a question that we hear a lot at the tech support 
desk. The confusion lies in the difference between an 
email account and an email client. Your email account is the 
email address you have, such as johndoe@genericaddress 
.com. This is the address people type when they want to send 
an email message to you. Most email accounts provide an op- 
tion to use a Web mail system. These Web-based systems let 
you visit a Web page, such as webmail.roadrunner.com, to 
sign in, read, and send email messages from your email ac- 
count. Another example of a site you might visit to check 
Web mail is www.gmail.com. One important thing to re- 
member about Web mail is that it is specific to your email ac- 
count. You cannot log in to Roadrunner's Web mail system 
and check your Yahoo!, AOL, or Gmail accounts. You can 
only view your Roadrunner email from Roadrunner's Web 
mail system, and when you log in to your Gmail account at 
www.gmail.com, you can only view your Gmail messages. 

Now that we have a firm understanding of individual email 
accounts and the basics of Web mail, let's take a look at email 
clients. An email client is a program, such as Microsoft 
Outlook Express or Windows Mail, that you can install on 
your computer and configure to download copies of your 
email messages from your email account. In order to down- 
load messages with an email client, your email account must 
support a technology such as POP (Post Office Protocol) or 
IMAP (Internet Message Access Protocol). Your ISP (Internet 
service provider) can tell you if your email account supports 
one of these protocols. 

When you use an email client to check your email, the soft- 
ware contacts your ISP's server where your email messages are 
stored and downloads copies of the messages to your com- 
puter's hard drive. Thus, you can read your email messages 
later, even if your computer is not connected to the Internet. 

You can also use an email client to compose email mes- 
sages. One reason many people like to use an email client to 
compose email messages is because you can type the message 
while you're offline and then send the message when it's com- 
plete. If you use a modem, this means you don't have to tie up 
the phone line while you write your messages. Just connect to 
the Internet when you're done writing your messages so that 
your email client can send the messages you wrote. Also, you 
don't have to worry about losing the work on a message if 
your Internet connection is interrupted. In contrast, when 
using Web mail to type a message, you may lose your work if 
your Internet connection is dropped. Finally, an email client 
can collect email messages from several email accounts. Your 
email client's inbox may contain messages downloaded from 
your Roadrunner, Gmail, and work accounts. 

As you can see, Outlook Express is not an email account 
but a program that you can use to check your email. When 



you see messages in Outlook Express, it is because your copy 
of Outlook Express is configured to download email from at 
least one of your email accounts. 

What does the acronym "UL" on my new surge 
protector's package mean? 

AUL stands for Underwriters Laboratories, an organiza- 
tion that is responsible for product safety testing and 
the establishment of industry safety standards. You can use 
the UL information on surge protector packaging to ensure 
that you buy the right device, that it will protect your device, 
and that it is safe to use in your home. For example, some 
simple power strips, which do not provide surge protection, 
can look a lot like an actual surge protector. The UL infor- 
mation on the device's package can help you tell the differ- 
ence between the two. When shopping for a surge protector, 
you should look for "UL Listed Transient Voltage Surge 
Suppressor" on the package. This means that UL has deter- 
mined that the device does provide protection from power 
surges and that it is more than just a simple power strip. You 
should also ensure that the packaging says "UL Code 1449." 
UL has established Code 1449 to indicate that an electronics 
device is safe to use in your home. II 



Feature Package Topics 



Each Smart Computing issue includes tips, reviews, and in- 
formation about a variety of topics. However, each issue 
also has a featured group of articles about a selected topic. 
Below is a list of the Feature Packages from the previous 
year. As a Smart Computing subscriber, you have access to 
all of our archived articles at www.smartcomputing.com. 



December 2006 

January 2007 
February 2007 

March 2007 

April 2007 

May 2007 

June 2007 
July 2007 
August 2007 

September 2007 

October 2007 
November 2007 



Make Your PC A Computerized 

Media Center 

My PC Won't Start! 

7 Critical Things You Should Know 

About Your Operating System 

Resolve System Conflicts 

The Fast & Easy Way 

Windows Vista: What You Can Expect From 

Microsoft's New Operating System 

Set Up & Maintain A Wireless 

Network & Keep It Connected 

Tweak & Troubleshoot Windows Vista 

Clean It Out, Speed It Up! 

Improve System Startup/Shutdown: 

Make Your PC Faster & More Stable 

What To Do About PC Errors & 

Error Messages 

Build It Yourself. How To Create The Perfect PC 

How To Edit, Protect & Restore 

Critical PC Settings 



12 December 2007 / www.smartcomputing.com 



SMART SOLUTIONS 



Advertisement 




Special Offer 

just for 

Smart Computing 

readers! See end of 

article below. 



NEAT Receipts Version 3.0 Scanalyzer • $229.95 • www.neatreceipts.com 



Simplify Your Life With NEAT Receipts 



Scan & Organize Mail, Bills, Receipts, Recipes, 
Warranties, Insurance Forms & More! 



NEAT Receipts is a scanning system 
that helps you stay organized at home, 
at work, and on the go. It helps you 
scan and organize all of the paper 
mess that piles up in your life: from 
your mail and bills to business cards, 
receipts, and business expenses to 
recipes, home warranties, and insur- 
ance forms. Fight back against all that 
paper clutter — NEAT Receipts makes 
it easy! 

You can organize all of the following 
quickly and easily with NEAT Receipts: 

• RECEIPTS: NEAT Receipts tracks 
purchases by vendor, date, and ex- 
pense category and even recognizes 
the last four digits of credit cards. 

• BUSINESS CARDS: Capture your 
contact's name, title, address, and 
company information in color and 



sync it with Outlook, Plaxo, or 
vCard. 

PERSONAL TAXES: Simplify tax 
preparation with digital images of 
receipts organized by their appro- 
priate tax form and schedules. 
HOME OFFICE TAXES: Scan tax- 
related receipts into your PC and or- 
ganize them by their IRS categories. 
EXPENSE REPORTS: Quickly pre- 
pare expense reports that include 
copies of your receipts. 
BUSINESS DOCUMENTS: Elec- 
tronically manage meeting notes, 
invoices, contracts, and faxes. 
PERSONAL DOCUMENTS: Scan 
and organize contracts, medical 
forms, financial statements, war- 
ranties, letters, articles, and re- 
cipes — even save them as PDFs. 



NEAT Receipts works with Win- 
dows Vista, Windows XP, and Win- 
dows 2000. Get NEAT Receipts and 
start organizing your life today! 

SPECIAL OFFER 



Smart Computing readers can get 
$30 off the regular price of $229.95 
at neatreceipts.com. Just use the 
coupon code SMART. This offer 
expires 1/31/08 and is valid on 
single-unit sales only of NEAT 
Receipts Version 3.0. 
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Acronis True Image 11 Home • $49.99 • www.acronis.com 



Powerful Backup That Is Easy To Do! 



Acronis True Image 11 Home pro- 
vides the maximum flexibility to en- 
sure you are adequately protected and 
can recover from unforeseen events 
such as viruses, unstable software 
downloads, and hard drive failures. 
Create an exact copy of your PC for a 
full backup or back up only your im- 
portant data — your choice. 
• Back up your entire PC. Acronis 
True Image includes our patented 
disk imaging backup technology. 
You can copy your entire PC, in- 
cluding the operating system, appli- 
cations, user settings, and all data. 
In the event of a system or disk 
crash, virus attack, or other fatal 
failures, you can restore the entire 



disk contents in minutes — no rein- 
stallations required! 
Back up your documents, music, 
video, photos, and emails. Protect 
your digital memories from a fatal 
system failure. Unlike traditional 
printed pictures or music CDs, if 
your PC crashes, those memories 
could be lost forever without 
Acronis® True Image. 
Protect your applications. Use 
Acronis® True Image to restore all the 
settings for Microsoft Office, iTunes, 
Windows Media Player, and dozens 
of other most popular applications! 
New! Try&Decide. Test new soft- 
ware or browse the Web in a pro- 
tected, safe environment. At the end 



of the session, you decide whether 
to keep or discard the changes made 
to your system. 

New! Security and privacy tools. 
Use Acronis® Drive Cleanser, File 
Shredder, and System Clean-up 
utilities to protect your privacy by 
safely destroying sensitive data, 
cleaning up your system, or securely 
wiping the entire hard drive. 
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When Worlds Collide 



Blaine Flamig 

Send your comments to 
blaine@smartcomputing.com 




A Baby's Voice Wins Out 



Maybe I'm going crazy, but I swear the 
baby growing inside my wife's belly has 
been speaking to me from the womb, forcing 
me to look at things from a new, often dis- 
turbing perspective. Take hardware, for in- 
stance. I'm not a great appreciator of "cute," 
and I rarely place looks over performance. 
Sure, there's a place for companies 
that stress aesthetics over function- 
ality, but my buying priorities al- 
most always rate performance, 
comfort, appearance — in that 
order. Baby Voice, though, is 
making a mess of such sensibilities. 
Take, for example, the horri- 
fying turn my life recently took 
upon cracking open a box of visu- 
ally delicious audio-video periph- 
erals Dutch manufacturer boynq 
(www.boynq.com) sent me. My 
first thought was, "I wonder if 
these sound as good as they look?" 
Baby Voice, however, swooned, "I 
don't care how they sound; they'll 
look cute in my room!" Great, 
months until she shows her face 
and she's already giving me lip. It's 
been a decade since my last child 
shrieked into existence. The inter- 
vening years have left me more 
weathered but wiser. I'm smart 
enough, for example, to have 
started stockpiling an arsenal of 
lullabies, whale songs, and every 
"Wheels On The Bus" remake I 
can rip, buy, and download. I say 
the iPod dock I own is fine for en- 
gaging Baby musically. Baby Voice 
says it doesn't "tie her room together" like 
boynq's iCube II ($69.99) dock. Oh, brother. 
My telekinetic offspring also (rightfully) 
says "Wheels On The Bus" won't sound 
much better whether piping over surround- 
sound speakers or a Fisher Price record 
player. Baby Voice also insists any dock in 
her room has to match the new paint job and 
curtains and can't take up too much space. 



(Jeez, it's as if she and her mother really are 
one.) The iCube II easily meets her require- 
ments, and truthfully, that the iCube II's 
midrange audio and volume strength is av- 
erage (20Hz to 20Khz frequency range; 10W 
RMS [root mean square] power; left and 
right speaker drivers) doesn't rate as highly 
as the dock's space-friendly 4-inch size or 
snazzy, glossy pink-and-gray exterior. 

I don't like the iCube's distracting text la- 
beling, but boynq's otherwise minimalist de- 
sign is appreciated, particularly the soft LED 
(light- emitting diode) and unobtrusive dials. 
The dock/charger places its four ports (AC, 
line in, line out, and iPod adapter) at back, 
so hiding cords and cables is a cinch. 
Although bothersome to me, Baby Voice 
says it's OK that the iCube II doesn't run on 
batteries or include an alarm clock. She plans 
to sleep whenever she wants, and her brother 
and sisters won't be borrowing her dock. 

I've also been smart enough to start strate- 
gizing my multimedia assault on relatives 
and friends from Pennsylvania to California 
via digital photos, instant messaging, video 
clips and conferencing, and possibly VoIP 
(Voice over Internet Protocol) conversa- 
tions. I already own a digicam, Web cam, 
and microphone, all chosen with a nod to- 
ward performance over appearance. But holy 
pacifier if Baby Voice didn't chime in when I 
unpacked boynq's alibi ($69.99), a Web cam 
that's also a standalone speaker. 

Baby Voice agrees that my multimedia 
gear will do for now (I suspect because none 
of it will sully her room), but she's adamant 
that the alibi's clever, pop-up design will 
make a great Christmas gift for grandparents 
and expedite real-time gaga-ing with rela- 
tives. As a speaker, the alibi is serviceable 
(5W RMS; one 2.5-inch speaker driver). As a 
Web cam, the 1.3MP (megapixel) (640 x 480 
video captures) resolution, auto visual set- 
tings, and echo-cancelling technology for the 
included mic are better. More importantly, 
Baby Voice says, the alibi's Earth, Wind, Fire, 
and Water colors (pastel green, purple, red, 
and blue) will accent any room. (Wise be- 
yond her non-years, this one.) 

Albeit troubling, I've enjoyed Baby Voice's 
perspectives. I only hope once she arrives, 
she'll let me return to the humdrum, brawn- 
over-beauty lunkhead I'm happy being. I 
have my doubts, though. II 
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Hi-Tech Leash 

RoamEO Is The Ultimate Pet Finder 



Joshua Gulick 

Send your comments to 
joshua@smartcomputing.com 




RoamEO Pet Location 
System 

$549.95 (includes one collar) 

White Bear Technologies 

(888) 476-2636 

(651)636-5695 

www.roameoforpets.com 




RoamEO Collar 

$159 



Being a writer, I see far too many silly 
product names. In fairness, I've written 
my share of humor- stretching article titles, 
but I'm surrounded by eagle-eyed editors 
who catch those editorial bumbles before 
they reach you. Product manufacturers, it 
seems, don't feel the need for such oversight. 
With any attempt to be witty, you really 
need to hit the mark. Oth- 
erwise, your cleverness will 
fall flat and your audience 
will groan (or write letters 
to your editor). Of course, 
it's worth the risk: A fun- 
ny, relevant name makes a 
worthy product that much 
more interesting. 

With that in mind, I re- 
ally like the name of a new 
GPS (global positioning 
system) collar that lets you track your dog 
while he's out. The RoamEO Pet Location 
System (Get it? Get it? Ah, Shakespeare, if 
only you were around to bask in the com- 
mercialized glow of your work) device does 
just what its name implies: It lets your canine 
roam and answers that timeless dog owner 
question: Wherefore art thou, Sparky? 

If you've ever spent a late afternoon 
searching the park for your 
dog while the rest of the 
family waits in the car, 
you'll appreciate RoamEO. 
The handset's built-in dis- 
play lets you know where 
the dog is and where he's 
going so you can reach him 
faster and get your family 
on the road more quickly. 

Dog Toys 

The RoamEO Pet Location System fea- 
tures two main components: the handset and 
a collar. You can buy additional collars in a 
variety of neck sizes for $159 each. The 
handset, which can track up to three collars 



at once, interprets signals from GPS satellites 
to determine your position and each collar's 
position in relation to you. 

As long as your pup is within the handset's 
1-mile range, the handset displays a small, 
colored icon that represents one of the col- 
lars. If your dog wanders more than a mile 
from you, the display will show his most re- 
cent known location. He'll reappear on the 
display as soon as one of you moves back 
into range. You can also use the device to 
create a virtual fence so that the handset 
alerts you when Sparky is straying too far. 

Guinea Dog 

To test RoamEO, I enlisted the help of my 
neighbor's dog, Jack. Thanks to the collar's 
simple clasp, I easily snapped the band onto 
Jack, who promptly walked over to his water 
bowl and tested the GPS unit's waterproof 
shell. Happily, the collar survived the dunk- 
ing without incident. 

I let Jack roam and immediately discov- 
ered that the handset displays Jack's speed, or 
lack of speed, in this case. Thanks to his short 
legs and attention span, Jack's gait never ex- 
ceeds a brisk trot. The handset also estimated 
Jack's distance from me with surprising ac- 
curacy, even under a cloudy sky. 

A Bone To Pick 

Overall, I like RoamEO, and not just for 
its name. The device is a great dog tracker, 
and it's sturdy enough to handle the sort of 
wear and tear that day-long hikes involve. 
The price isn't unreasonable, either; GPS de- 
vices of any kind are pricey. During the times 
that you want to let your dog off the leash, 
RoamEO is great to have on hand. 

So, I don't have any complaints about 
RoamEO doing what it's meant to do. I do 
wish, however, that its batteries would let it 
do more. The collar's battery lasts for only 10 
to 12 hours. That's plenty of time for a day 
trip, but unless you plan to charge up the 
collar every night, RoamEO isn't the right 
tool for someone who wants to be able to 
find her dog when it sneaks out the back 
door next week. White Bear tells me that it 
will offer a collar with a 36- to 48-hour bat- 
tery life in the Spring of 2008, around the 
same time it launches a cat-sized collar. II 
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Canon PowerShot G9 



Kathryn Dolan 

Send your comments to 
katie@smartcomputing.com 





PowerShot G9 

$499.99 

Canon 

(800) 652-2666 

www.usa.canon.com 



A Camera To Grow With 



I'm not getting any younger, and neither 
is Brett Favre, so when the opportunity 
to take my son to a Green Bay Packers' 
game (yes, the one during which he broke 
Dan Marino's career touchdown passing 
record) presented itself, I jumped at it. And 
I took the best camera I knew I could op- 
erate; a game like that is no time to 
be learning how to master new 
features on a camera. 



Skill Sets 

A few years ago, you'd have 
had to pay several thousand 
dollars and buy a D-SLR (dig- 
ital single-lens reflex) camera to 
get features such as 10X optical 
zoom, 12. IMP (megapixels), 
and full-manual control, not to 
mention the ability to take pic- 
tures in RAW format and swap 
lenses. Today, though, you can 
get an advanced compact cam- 
era with those features for less 
than $500. 

The Canon PowerShot G9 
($499.99; www.usa.canon.com) 
is an amazing little camera. At 
my current skill level, I wasn't 
able to take advantage of the 
camera's manual controls at the 
game, but the features are there, and I'll soon 
be able to use them to their potential. Over 
the past year, I've taken pictures with a dozen 
point-and-shoot cameras, and I'm ready to 
move on. However, I'm not yet proficient at 
gauging the light in a given situation so I 
can properly adjust the ISO, aperture, or 
shutter speed. 

Slowly Master The Learning Curve 

Leisurely taking pictures of the leaves as 
they turn on the trees in my backyard has 
let me experiment with the light on sun- 
ny mornings; overcast, storm-threatened 



afternoons; and the early dusk of fall 
evenings. The G9 is a remarkable camera 
for many reasons, but the ability to switch 
between auto and manual controls makes it 
especially attractive to a shooter like me. I 
want to take pictures beyond the abilities of 
a point-and-shoot camera, but I've not yet 
mastered the learning curve necessary to 
operate a D-SLR camera. The G9 is for 
those of us who want the features of a more 
powerful camera and the ease of use of a 
point-and-shoot. 

Experimenting at home, I fooled around 
with the various settings, deliberately get- 
ting really grainy images in dim light when 
I increase the ISO and freezing action shots 
by increasing the shutter speed. 

As mentioned, though, I didn't want to 
experiment with once-in-a-lifetime photos. 
The light in the Minneapolis Metrodome 
on that stormy Sunday afternoon was 
tricky. The upper deck where my son and I 
were sitting was in shadowy darkness while 
the field was bathed in exceptionally bright, 
multisourced lights to prevent shadows for 
the television viewers. I thought it best to 
let the camera adjust itself. I flipped the 
mode dial to Auto and took pictures of my 
son in the dimly lit upper deck, the Packers 
as they warmed up before the game, and 
the action on the field during the game. 

Worth A Thousand Words 

I can take credit only for framing the 
shots. The camera took the dazzling pic- 
tures. It captured the deep bluish purples of 
the seats in the 'dome; the rich, grassy 
green of the field with the vibrant white 
yard markers; the brilliant reds, whites, and 
blues of the American flag hanging above 
the home team's end zone; and the rich 
greens, yellows, purples, and whites of the 
fans clad in their favorite players' jerseys. 
Of course, it also captured the stubbly, 
smiling face of Brett Favre as he hoisted 
Greg Jennings over his shoulders in a cele- 
bratory fireman's carry. 

The Canon G9 is a perfect camera to 
grow with. Today, I won't miss important 
shots while fumbling with controls I 
haven't quite mastered, and tomorrow, 
once I'm comfortable, I'll be able to take 
shots I've set up with confidence. II 
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Trying Out A Trio 



Still, the DRU-840A is the fastest drive here 
and the least expensive. 



Marty Sems 

Send your comments to 
marty@smartcomputing.com 




DRU-840A 

$69.99 

Sony 

(877) 865-7669 

www.sonystyle.com 




BDG2202 

$299 

Pioneer 

(866)214-1310 

www.pioneerelectronics.com 




GGW-H20L 

$499 

LG 

(800) 243-0000 

us.lge.com 



Baby, Mama & Papa Drive Roneer BDc-2202 



Optical drives may seem muddled lately 
with all the BD (Blu-ray Disc) this and 
HD DVD (High Definition DVD) that. 
Actually, your choice is still pretty clear. 

If you want a fast, $35 drive that can 
store up to 8.5GB per $1.25 disc, buy a 
DVD burner. If you can't live without 
watching high-definition movies on your 
computer, you'll spend much more on a 
drive that can read BD and/or HD DVD. 
Writing BD costs extra, and you'll have to 
spend $11 to store 25GB. And HD DVD 
burners technically exist, but good luck 
finding one. 

To give you an idea of your current op- 
tical drive options, I gathered a basic DVD 
burner, a Blu-ray reader, and a BD writer/ 
HD DVD reader. The chart details how 
long it took each drive to write large folders 
to Verbatim and other discs. 

SonyDRU-840A 

First up is Sony's new 20X DVD burner 
with an IDE (Integrated Drive Electronics) 
interface. You'll get Nero Express 7 software 
plus toll-free tech support at (800) 588-3847. 

This Sony errored out of my read rate 
and access time benchmarks, as it couldn't 
handle my moderately scratched test disc. 



This DVD burner with a SATA (Serial 
Advanced Technology Attachment) inter- 
face can also read Blu-ray. 

Typically, I've found BD and HD DVD 
drives to be slower at writing DVDs and CDs 
than inexpensive DVD burners. This Pioneer 
fits the trend. It comes with Corel software, 
including Ulead Burn.Now SE, Ulead Video- 
Studio 1 1 SE, and WinDVD 8 LE. 

LGGGW-H20L 

Breaking the bank at $499 is this SATA 
Swiss Army knife. It can read and write any 
format except HD DVD (read only). And 
it's almost as fast a writer as the Sony. 

LG bundles CyberLink software with the 
GGW-H20L. Note that there's a slightly 
cheaper LG drive, the GGC-H20LI ($399). 
It drops Blu-ray writing but still gives you a 
DVD burner that can play BD or HD DVD. 

HDOnAPC 

My test system, which could play high- 
def movies, had an Intel Core 2 Duo E6700 
(2.66GHz) dual-core processor, 2GB of 
DDR2 memory, an AMD Radeon HD 2600 
XT graphics card, CyberLink PowerDVD 
7.3 Ultra video playback software, a Sam- 
sung 245BW monitor, and Windows Vista 
Home Premium. II 





Sony DRU-840A 


Pioneer BDC-2202 


LG GGW-H20L 


Capabilities 


DVD, CD read/write 
20XDVD±R,12X 


BD read; DVD, CD 
read/write 


BD, DVD, CD read/write; HD 
DVD read 


Advertised Write Speed Ratings 


DVD±RDL,12X 
DVD-RAM, 48X CD-R 


5XBD(read), 12XDVD±R, 
4X DVD±R DL, 5X DVD- 
RAM, 24X CD-R 


6X BD-R, 4X BD-R DL, 3X HD DVD 
(read), 16X DVD±R, 4X DVD±R 
DL, 5X DVD-RAM, 40X CD-R 


LightScribe 


No 


No 


Yes 


BD-R burn 20.6GB* 


N/A 


N/A 


51:54 


BD-RE burn 20.6GB* 


N/A 


N/A 


1:22:08 


DVD+R burn 4GB* 


5:48 


7:50 


6:22 


DVD-R burn 4GB* 


5:54 


7:28 


6:19 


DVD+R DL burn 8GB* 


13:47 


26:58 


27:18 


CD-Audio rip 58m* 


2:42 


3:38 


2:33 


CD-Audio burn 58m* 


2:36 


3:53 


2:27 


Read, avg/max** 


Failed 


3.79X/5.02XBD;6.64X/11X 
DVD 


4.04X/4.06X BD; 6.11X/8.17X 
DVD 


Access time, random/full (ms)** 

* Hours:minutes:seconds. ** 7, 


Failed 
XBD = 4.5MBps (megab^ 


91/360 BD; 164/331 DVD 
ytes per second), IX DVD = 7. 


"123/621 BD;1 38/275 DVD" 
35MBps, and 1X CD = 0.15MBps. 
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Backup Software 



Acronis True Image 11 Home 


/ 


Systems Supported 
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Windows Vista 


88 


Windows XP/2000 


m 


# 


,-y 
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PC Backup Pro V8 


/ 


Systems Supported 


® 


Windows Vista 


as 


Windows XP/2000 




3$ 




A 



Backup Software 



You've heard it all before. Backups are a 
necessary part of computer life. But 
maybe, like all too many of us, you keep 
putting the backup task off to a tomorrow 
that never seems to come. 

There's no reason to wait. These days, it's 
easier than ever to take out a little insurance 
against hard drive crashes, power spikes, 
stolen laptops, and all the other dangers 
your data faces. Today's backup programs 
make quick work of selecting backup sets, 
choosing data destinations, and restoring 
files when everything goes wrong. 

We took a look at the features offered by 
four of the top backup applications. 



Acronis True Image 1 1 Home 



Acronis True Image 1 1 Home does about 
everything a backup program should do, 
plus more. You can use 
it to back up your entire 
hard drive or just indi- 
vidual files and applica- 
tions, create a system 
backup disc in case of 
a dire computer emer- 
gency, and complete in- 
cremental or differential 
backups. (Incremental 
backups copy the files 
that have changed since 
the last incremental or 
full backup you per- 
formed, while differential backups copy 
only the files that have changed since the 
last full backup.) True Image also backs up 
email and provides message-level search 
and restore capability. Another plus is its 
ability to back up your application settings, 
so if you should ever need to do a system re- 
covery, you won't have to go through the 
painful process of again personalizing 
Microsoft Office or iTunes. 

Version 11 's new Try&Decide feature 
builds in extra security. This tool creates a 
temporary workspace on your system where 
new software or suspicious files can be 




installed or opened without putting the rest 
of your PC in jeopardy. You decide after- 
ward whether you want to keep the changes 
made by the new software or delete them. 
You can also create a "secure zone" on your 
hard drive for backup and bootable rescue 
data. Acronis also includes other security 
measures such as Drive Cleanser and File 
Shredder that can erase hard drives and 
eradicate individual files. That doesn't have 







• ® 



Acronis 



COMPUTE WITH CONFIDENCE 

WWW. AC RONIS.COM 

a lot to do with backup, but it is helpful if 
you're recycling a PC or sharing it. 

True Image's interface is professional 
and easy to navigate, with four categories 
on the home screen: Backup And Restore, 
Try&Decide, Disk Utilities, and Man- 
agement Tools. Above the category buttons 
is a "traffic light bar;" its color changes de- 
pending on your security level. There's a 
wizard for all the primary functions, which 
takes all the guesswork out of creating a 
backup, launching a recovery operation, or 
any number of other tasks. If you do get 
lost somehow, True Image's comprehen- 
sive help files should show you the way. 
Online help is also available. 



PC Backup Pro V8 



Don't let the company name confuse 
you — this is the same application previ- 
ously marketed by StompSoft, just wrapped 
in a new package. PC Backup Pro is a bit 
like a Geo Metro in a garage filled with 
Toyota Land Cruisers; sure, it will get you 
where you're going, but the ride won't be 
all that interesting. 

The main screen offers links to four wiz- 
ards: Backup, Restore, Copy, and Disaster 
Recovery. Each wizard opens a rather bland 
window with simple options. Unlike other 
programs we tried, PC Backup does not 

migo 

PC BACKUP 

PRO 8.0 
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Genie Backup Manager 
Home V8.0 


/ 


Systems Supported 


® 


Windows Vista 


as 


Windows XP/2000 


-57 




# 




A 



Buying Tips 

Look for an application that 

supports all the backups you 

might need to employ: full 

backup, incremental backup, 

and differential backup. This 

saves you both disk space and 

precious time without a fully 

functional PC Also, you'll want 

an app that can back up all 

types of data, including email if 

that's something you don't just 

read and toss. 



include predefined "profiles" of commonly 
backed up data such as email or the 
Windows Registry. You can still back up 
those files, but you'll need to hunt them 
down on your own. PC Backup will write 
to optical drives, but it does not have the 
built-in ability to back up to remote servers 
via FTP (File Transfer Protocol). 

The Restore function is also pretty utili- 
tarian. Users pick a backup set, select files 
from within the set, and choose where the 
files will be saved. Filters can be used to au- 
tomatically select files to restore. 

The Copy wizard is almost exactly the 
same as the Backup wizard. Given that any 
backup program is essentially a copying 
program, a separate Copy function doesn't 
actually add much. The Copy wizard does 
provide a mirror option, which is good for 
keeping two folders or drives in sync. 

Backups can be made "disaster recovery 
compliant." If you choose this option, the 
program adds to your selected file set the 
entire Windows and Program Files directo- 
ries, as well as other files you can use to 
start over from a hard drive crash. Selecting 
this option adds a considerable amount of 
data to a backup. 

PC Backup does offer help files, many 
with helpful screenshots. Users can also 
submit questions using an online message 
form. Overall, PC Backup is a decent, rela- 
tively basic backup program, but for the 



same money, you can buy programs with 
additional features. 



Genie Backup Manager Home V8.0 



Genie Backup is a well-designed pro- 
gram that leaves no excuse for failing to 
safeguard your files. The program has an 
"easy" interface setting, but the standard 
option is pretty easy itself. A huge Backup 
button leads directly to a screen setting out 
the steps to make a new backup routine. 

Users new to backups will appreciate 
Genie's Profile view, which lets you quickly 
select important files for backup that might 
be difficult to track down, such as email, 
the Windows Registry, and browser set- 
tings. You can also do a mix of items from 

fc) Genie - soft 

the profile list and a standard folder 
browsing window. A filter option allows 
more advanced users to set up rules to ex- 
clude files with particular characteristics. 

Automatic scheduling of jobs is simple, 
as well. You can set a backup to run every 
few hours, once a day, weekly, monthly, or 
at Windows login. Laptop users can tell 
Genie to hold off on a backup if the com- 
puter is running on batteries. Backups can 
be full, incremental, or mirror. 



Software Information 








Contact 








Price 


Company 


Information 


URL 


Notable Features 


Acronis 


$49.99, free trial 


Acronis 


(781)222-0920 


www.acronis.com 


Easy to navigate; creates both 


True Image 










full and incremental backups; 


11 Home 










backs up application settings; 
includes file shredding and 
drive cleaning utilities 


PC Backup 


$59.99, free trial 


Migo Software 


(650) 232-2600 


www . m i g osof twa re . co m 


Works with optical drives; in- 


ProV8 










cludes mirroring option to sync 
folders or drives 


Genie Backup 


$49.99, 30-day 


Genie-Soft 


Online only 


www.genie-soft.com 


Easy way to automate 


Manager 


free trial 








backups; intuitive interface; 


Home V8.0 










disaster recovery backup in- 
cludes OS in restore file 


NTI Backup 


$69.99; 30-day/ 


NewTech 


(949)421-0720 


www.ntius.com 


Numbered steps simplify 


NOW! 4.7 


7 uses trial 


Infosystems 






backups even for beginners; 


Deluxe Suite 










filters allow users to target files 
for customized backups; span 
option saves backups across 
multiple removable disks 
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NTI Backup NOW! 4.7 
Deluxe Suite 


/ 


Systems Supported 


® 


Windows Vista 


m 


Windows XP/2000 


£| 


Windows Me 


m 


Windows 98 




5 



Buying Tips 

All of the titles we reviewed 

offer free trials to prospective 

customers— take advantage of 

these offers to find the backup 

that best suits you and your PC 




Genie offers the full gamut of backup lo- 
cation options. It can send the job to a net- 
work drive, remote FTP locations, directly 
to removable media such as optical drives 
or flash drives, or, for an extra fee, Genie's 
online server. Genie will span multiple 
disks for big jobs. 

Restoring a backup is equally simple. 
Genie remembers the backups it has per- 
formed and where the files were stored, so 
you can usually just pick the latest backup 
from a list. If necessary, you can also browse 
to a backup file manually. Once a backup 
set is selected, you can choose to restore 
only certain files or the entire thing to the 
original location or an alternate location. 

Genie also includes a special Disaster 
Recovery mode, which backs up your entire 
system along with the operating system. 
When restoring a disaster recovery backup, 
you won't need your Windows setup disks 
or serial number; everything necessary to 
get your system running again is included 
in the restore file. 

Genie's product support is average; look 
to the Web site for an online, email- style 
help desk, or you may be able to get a ques- 
tion answered by instant messaging. 



NTI Backup NOW! 4.7 Deluxe Suite 



NTI Backup NOW! lives up to its name. 
Even users unfamiliar with backup software 
should be able to quickly define and 
schedule a backup by following the simply 
numbered steps that feature prominently 

on the interface. 
PTfjTjr^ Open NTI and you can't 

rrf|rnj\iB help but notice the EasySteps 
ILlljfll column on the left. The six 

buttons there, labeled 1, 2, 3, 
Start, Schedule, and Help, 
take users directly to all of the 
critical sections of the pro- 
gram. Step 1 offers two ways 
to select files to back up: by 
browsing through folders or 
by picking preselected sets of 
files on the My Profile tab. 
Once you've picked files, NTI assumes 
you'll eventually be tempted to click the big 
number 2. This leads to the screen where 
you decide where the backup should 
be stored. As with its competitors, NTI 
can save files directly to optical drives and 



remote services via FTP. Click 3 and you 
can pick the type of backup: full, differen- 
tial, or incremental. Mirror backup is not 
among the choices offered. 

Additional options can be accessed 
through a button at step 3. NTI includes 
customizable rules for filtering files in or 
out of the backup set. The program will 
also span media if the backup grows too 
large to fit on one removable disk. 



Jin 

xtt\ 



NEWTECH INFOSYSTEMS 



The next button, labeled Start, kicks off 
the backup. The Schedule button below that, 
however, is probably the better next step and 
seems a bit out of order. However, you can 
click on any step you want at any time to 
change options before actually clicking Start. 

Restoring works the same way. Users 
click a restore button in the main toolbar 
and then work through steps 1 through 3 
on the left side. It took a bit more effort in 
NTI than Genie to locate a backup set and 
pick files to restore, but only a bit. 

NTI includes the ability to make a 
backup image of an entire drive, including 
all documents, programs, the operating 
system, settings, and hidden files. This is a 
good option for complete disaster recovery, 
although it can take a lot of disk space and 
time depending on the size of the drive to 
be imaged. 

There's not much to complain about 
with NTI, but it is priced a bit higher than 
Genie or Acronis: $69.99 for the version 
with the disk imaging, $59.99 without. As 
with the other programs, an online help 
form is about the extent of the available 
product support. 

Back Up, Back Up, Back Up 

Any one of these applications would 
serve most users well. The most important 
thing about backing up data is not the tiny 
details of the job, but that the job gets 
done, one way or another. II 

by Anne Steyer Phelps 
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Runtime Software 


(775) 884-3922 


www.runtime.org 


Scoreboard 


Ease Of Use 


3 


Performance 


4 


Installation 


4 


Documentation 


4 


Price 


4 


Overall 


3.8/5 





Recover Lost Files 



GetDataBack v3.30 
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GetDataBack is a program whose sole 
function is to recover data from fixed or 
removable drives, including flash drives. It 
can retrieve data from drives damaged or 
rendered unusable by a virus, a power failure, 
or accidental formatting, even if you cannot 
boot Windows or the OS (operating system) 
does not recognize the drive. It also can re- 
cover files you have inadvertently deleted. 

When your OS writes a file to a drive, it 
breaks it into data clusters and stores it all 
over the drive, depending on where free space 
is available. This lets it use 
drive space more effi- 
ciently. However, it intro- 
duces a need for special 
files that keep track of 
those clusters and store in- 
formation about how the 
files and the folders on 
the drive are organized. 
GetDataBack not only 
scans your problematic 
drives for those data clus- 
ters and reaggregates them, 
but it also attempts to re- 
construct the data cluster- 
tracking files if they are corrupt or missing. 

Caveat Emptor 

Operation of GetDataBack is relatively easy, 
but there are a few caveats. First, there are two 
versions of GetDataBack — one for drives for- 
matted as FAT (file allocation table, the file 
system used in early consumer versions of 
Windows) and one for those formatted as 
NTFS (NT file system, a newer file system for 
consumers running Windows 2000/XP/ 
Vista). It won't hurt you to use the wrong ver- 
sion on a drive, but it won't do any good ei- 
ther. GetDataBack won't recognize the drive. 

Second, the setup program warns you not 
to install the program on the problematic 
drive, even if it is functional. This is because 
the program's best chance for recovering files 
occurs on drives where no data has been 
written since the problem arose. Third, if you 
are attempting to recover a crashed primary 
drive and not using the program to retrieve 



damaged or deleted files from a functioning 
(if failing) drive, the recovery process can be 
very complicated. You'll have to remove the 
drive and attach it to a functioning PC (yours 
or someone else's) before GetDataBack can 
begin. If you are looking to GetDataBack as a 
drive recovery utility, read the Drive Recovery 
instructions at tinyurl.com/28a94x to ensure 
you are up to the challenge before you begin. 

If you aren't dealing with a crashed drive, 
you can use GetDataBack to recover corrupt 
or deleted files from a functioning or failing 
drive, but you should still install the program 
to a secondary drive or be prepared for disap- 
pointment. Once the program is installed, you 
can use GetDataBack for file recovery during 
ongoing operation — it's not just for situations 
involving critical failure. 

Not So Simple 

No matter what type of recovery is in- 
volved, GetDataBack's process is straightfor- 
ward, but we wouldn't call it simple. When 
you open the program, it asks you what type 
of problem the drive is experiencing, such as 
formatting or accidental erasure. If you are 
not sure, GetDataBack can work with the de- 
fault settings. GetDataBack then searches your 
system for drives, lets you select the one on 
which it should work, and scans for file bits. 

After it completes the scan, GetDataBack 
asks you to confirm the file system and then 
reassembles the bits and presents you with an 
Explorer- style pane listing files it identifies. If 
you are recovering deleted files from a prop- 
erly functioning drive, this list will include 
both deleted/corrupt and operational files. 

Depending on the condition of the files, the 
names might or might not match the origi- 
nals, which can make identifying files con- 
fusing. However, GetDataBack did a good job 
of identifying file types and original locations. 
You can open a file in its creating program or 
view it before restoration. Optionally, once 
you purchase GetDataBack (the trial is scan- 
only), you can copy a file — or a restored file 
group or drive — to a new location. II 

by Jennifer Farwell 
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Manage Photos 

SendPhotos 5 

SendPhotos 5 is a simple photo manage- 
ment, backup, and sharing program. If 
you're looking for fancy special effects, this 
program is not for you. However, for an easy 
way to organize digital images and gather 
them into attractive scrapbook pages, this in- 
expensive program offers real value. 

Installation is quick and easy. It offers a 
Custom installation option, which only lets 
you change the installation location. Once 
you begin the program, SendPhotos 5 will at- 
tempt to connect to the Internet so you can 
create a SendPhotos account. This is not man- 
datory, but doing so gives you a 2GB online 
"photo locker" in which you can store images. 

At first launch, SendPhotos5 offers to 
create a database of your photos, increasing 
photo retrieval and display speed. You decide 
which file types, locations (including user- 
specified folders), and sizes to include. The 
size feature helps exclude icons and other 
system graphics from SendPhoto 5's net. 

Photo folders show up in a Windows 
Explorer- style pane, with collected photos 




organized in folders by year and month. Select 
one or more photos to print or edit files and 
create or share Photo Stories. Photo Story lay- 
outs are basic, but adequate, and include the 
ability to add photo captions. You can also 
create custom themes to use. SendPhotos 5 
will also optimize and compress your photos 
and Photo Stories to the level you specify, 
making them faster to send over the Internet. 
Overall, we found working with the pro- 
gram a pleasant experience. It's perfect for 
those who like a streamlined setup and don't 
demand too much from their editing tools. II 



by Jennifer Farwell 
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Get A Handle On Audio & Video 



Blaze Media Pro 7.0 



B 



laze Media Pro bills itself as an all-in- 
one audio and video converter, editor, 
recorder, and burner, so we were curious to 
put this program through its paces. We liked 
what we saw, but be warned that Blaze Media 
Pro is optimized for up-to-date systems. 

Installation is quick and straightforward, 
but Blaze Media Pro requires the latest ver- 
sion of the Windows Runtime Environment. 
During installation, Blaze Media Pro will 
download the environment if you have an ac- 
tive Internet connection. Otherwise, the in- 
stallation will terminate. 

Once you open the 
program, you'll see a 
basic interface with a list 
of options down on the 
right side. These include 
not only converting, 
editing, and burning 
audio and video, but 
also more advanced op- 
erations: editing audio 



Blaze Media Pro 

File Playback Playlisl Conversions Options 




tags and decompiling video (separating the 
frames into individual photo files). More op- 
tions (including converting video to Flash) 
appear under the More Audio Options and 
More Video Options drop-down menus on 
the right side of the interface, and under File. 

Blaze Media Pro's interface is simple, but 
that doesn't make the program easy to use. 
There are no helpful wizards and other assis- 
tants, but at this price and level of function- 
ality, we wouldn't expect them. 

Nevertheless, the program offers an 
enormous amount of functionality for the 
price, and you can use 
it as a simple media 
player too. Mystik Me- 
dia offers a 15-day 
trial, during which 
time you can see if 
Blaze Media Pro suits 
your needs. II 



by Jennifer Farwell 
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Use WinXP's 
Remote Assistance 




Fred Von Fred, 
lew Only 



Most of us have someone — often it's a friend or 
family member — to call upon for help when 
we're having a computer problem. To make get- 
ting that help quicker and more convenient, you can take 
advantage of Windows XP's Remote Assistance feature, 
which will allow the person helping you to see and/or con- 
trol your system from a distance. 

Remote Assistance is built into both WinXP Home and 
WinXP Professional and can be used when both the helper 
and the person needing assistance are running WinXP. For 
best results with Remote Assistance, each party should connect 
to the Internet with a broadband router that supports UPnP 
(Universal Plug and Play). This allows the Remote Assistance 

connection to successfully 
get through the router's 
firewall and find its way 
to the right system behind 
it. Depending on the con- 
nection method used — 
more on those methods 
in a moment — Remote 
Assistance may or may 
not work when only one 
party has a UPnP-enabled 
router, and if neither 
party has a UPnP router, 
Remote Assistance defi- 
nitely won't work. Fortu- 
nately, most routers sold 
within the past sever- 
al years support UPnP 
or can be made to do 
so through a firmware 
update, so check your 
router's documentation or the vendor's support Web site for 
information on how to enable it. 

To enable the Remote Assistance feature, click Start, right- 
click My Computer, and select Properties. Choose the 
Remote tab and then make sure to select the Allow Remote 
Assistance Invitations To Be Sent From This Computer 
checkbox. Next, click the Advanced button and make sure to 
select the Allow This Computer To Be Controlled Remotely 
checkbox. Don't worry, because the person you're receiving 




Message Entry 



Once your helper connects to your 
system, the chat window will let you 
communicate via text or voice, as 
well as disconnect the session. 



assistance from will still have to request control from you be- 
fore they'll be able to interact with your computer. (If you're 
absolutely certain you don't want to give anyone control of 
your system, you can clear the checkbox.) You can also de- 
cide how long you want your assistance invitations to remain 
open by clicking the Advanced button. The default setting is 
30 days, but for security reasons, it's best to keep this time as 
short as is practical. You can reduce the amount of time an 
invitation will remain valid down to hours or even minutes. 

Asking For Help 

There are two main ways to request help via Remote 
Assistance. One is through Microsoft's Windows Mes- 
senger instant messaging service, and the other is through 
email. Using Messenger is preferable because it works as 
long as either party has a UPnP-enabled router, but this 
method requires both parties to be online and logged into 
Windows Messenger. (In order to use Windows Messenger, 
you must have a Windows Live ID, formerly known as 
a Passport account. You can sign up for a Live ID at 
account.live.com. ) 

To request help, click Start and Help And Support. 
Then, click Invite A Friend To Connect To Your Computer 
With Remote Assistance and then the Invite Someone To 
Help You link. If you want assistance via Windows 
Messenger, sign in to the service (if you haven't already), 
highlight the person you want to contact, and then click 
Invite This Person. (NOTE: Another way to ask for help via 
Windows Messenger is directly through the application — just 
right-click a contact from within Windows Messenger and se- 
lect Ask For Remote Assistance. ) 

If the person you want help from isn't currently online or 
doesn't use Windows Messenger, you can request assistance 
via email instead. Since an email exchange doesn't have to 
take place in real time, you can issue the invitation in ad- 
vance for the recipient to pick up and respond to later (pro- 
vided, of course, it's done before the invitation expires). On 
the other hand, the person requesting assistance must have 
an email application like Microsoft Outlook or Outlook 
Express installed and properly configured on the system, 
and, in our tests, sending invitations via email was only suc- 
cessful when both parties had UPnP-enabled routers. 
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To get help via email, start the process as described in the 
Windows Messenger scenario above but choose the Or Use 
Email option and type the email address of the person you 
want help from. Carefully check what you type to make 
sure the address is correct, because if you mistype it and it 
turns out to be a valid address, your invitation will be deliv- 
ered to the wrong person. After verifying the address, click 
Invite This Person. 

Now you can specify the name you want the invitation to 
include (the default is the account name of the person 
logged in) and include a text message to go along with it. 
This is a good place to provide a detailed description of 
your problem so that your helper has some background in- 
formation before responding. Now click Continue to set 
the amount of time before the invitation will expire. The 
default for email invitations is only one hour, which you 
may want to extend if you 
think it will take longer for 
your helper to receive and re- 
spond to the invitation. (Don't 
leave the invitation valid for 
too long, however, because as 
an email, once you send it, it's 
out of your control.) 

Last but not least, you must 
enter and confirm a password 
that your helper will need to 
successfully respond to your 
invitation. The password can 
be anything you want, though 
you should avoid your Win- 
dows system password or any 
password you use for anything 
else. For security reasons, the 
password you specify is not in- 
cluded as part of the invitation. Instead, you must provide 
it to your helper through some other means — for example, 
you can do it over the phone or send it within a separate 
email. After you've set the expiration time and password, 
click Send Invitation. You may see a window telling you 
that a program is trying to send a message on your behalf 
and asking if you want to allow it. Once you click Send, the 
invitation will be on its way. 

If your only access to email happens to be through a 
Web-based service such as Google Gmail or Microsoft 
Hotmail, sending assistance invitations directly through 
email as outlined above won't work. (It may also fail to work 
properly if your installed mail program is something other 
than Outlook or Outlook Express, such as Mozilla 
Thunderbird.) In this case, you have the option to save your 
invitation as a file, which you can then send to someone 
through the email service or application of your choice. 

To save your invitation as a file, again start with the 
Invite Someone To Help You link but select the Save 




You can request assistance through Windows Messenger, an 
installed email application, or through a file you attach to 
Web-based email. 



Invitation As A File (Advanced) option. When you click 
that link, you'll be asked to enter an expiration period and 
a password just like with the email option, and when fin- 
ished, you'll be able to save the file. You can send this invi- 
tation file to someone as an email attachment or through 
any other file delivery method, for that matter (say, an IM 
[instant message] transfer). 

Making The Connection 

Once your invitation has been received, your helper can 
respond to it by clicking Accept (if it came through 
Windows Messenger) or opening the invitation file you 
provided. After a few moments, a dialog box will appear on 
your screen asking if you want to allow the person to con- 
nect to your computer. The entire connection process can 

take up to a minute or so; 
you'll know the connection 
has been established when 
your Desktop wallpaper disap- 
pears (this improves perfor- 
mance) and a chat window 
opens on your system that you 
can use to communicate with 
your helper via text or voice. 

Initially, the Remote Assis- 
tance connection is in View 
Only mode, which means 
your helper can see your sys- 
tem but can't control it. He or 
she can request control of 
your system by clicking a Take 
Control button, which will 
again prompt you to confirm 
whether you want to allow it. 
If you say yes, your helper will then have control of your 
mouse cursor and will be able to navigate through your 
system — while you watch — in order to (hopefully) locate 
and fix your problem. You can cut off remote control of 
your system at any time by pressing the ESC key, which 
will immediately return the connection to View Only 
mode. To end the Remote Assistance connection, click the 
Disconnect button. (When you end the connection, your 
system may appear to freeze briefly; just be patient and 
you should regain control within a minute or two.) 

So there you have it. While Remote Assistance won't 
be practical for all your computer woes (for example, an 
inability to connect to the Internet), it will be useful 
more often than not. Best of all, it's much easier than 
trying to muddle through a problem over the phone 
and a lot quicker than waiting for someone to make a 
house call. II 

by Joe Moran 
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Use Shortcuts To Access Windows Features More Quickly 
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Use a shortcut to open a folder's 
Properties window to access 
sharing controls quickly. 



We grow up surrounded by shortcuts. In school, we 
take the shortcut home. When we learn to cook, we 
explore shortcuts that make food preparation easier and 
more enjoyable. And in the computer world, we learn there 
are shortcuts, as well. 

Many of these are key- 
board shortcuts, which 
launch an operation if the 
user presses a combina- 
tion of keys. The most 
widely used shortcuts are 
for common operations 
such as Copy (CTRL-C) 
and Paste (CTRL-V), but 
both Windows XP and 
Vista feature many, many 
more. Windows also sup- 
ports icon-based short- 
cuts, which afford access 
to any system item Win- 
dows recognizes as an 
"object." Many of the 
icons on your Desktop 
are probably shortcuts, 
with the actual programs 
or files residing elsewhere 
on your system. (You can 
identify shortcuts by the 
little, curved arrow at the 
bottom left of the icon.) 

Keyboard shortcuts 
take time to memorize, 
but once you know them, 
they substantially increase 
your working efficiency. 
Icon-based shortcuts just 
sit there waiting for you 
to double-click or drag 
something to them — no 
human memory required. 
In this article, we'll de- 
tail favorite keyboard shortcuts common to both WinXP and 
Vista. These will work in most Microsoft programs designed 
for Windows, and many will work in third-party Windows- 
compatible programs, as well. We'll also tell you how to 




:.:..:: Cc".ji'< I : 



ation: My Pictures 



'■■■'' ■■. 



Start in: "F:\Docunnei 

Shortcut key: None 



| Normal window 



c 



OK || Cancel 



Create custom keyboard shortcuts 
from the Properties window of the 
item's icon-based shortcut. 



create your own shortcuts — both keyboard- and icon-based. 
For Vista- only shortcuts, see "New Arrivals." Subscribers can 
visit SmartComputing.com to see the bonus chart that ac- 
companies this article online: "General Admission," a chart 
of basic WinXP/Vista keyboard shortcuts. 

Keyboard Magic 

WinXP and Vista have over 100 ready-made keyboard 
shortcuts, and the programs they run add even more. Most 
WinXP shortcuts work in Vista, too. In the list that follows, 
"item" means any recognized object, such as a program, 
printer, file, folder, or even another shortcut. Inside some pro- 
grams, it can also apply to a block of text, a listing, and other 
elements. Always press and hold the first key (or in a three-key 
sequence, the first two keys) while you press the third key. 

Delete an item permanently without sending it to the 
Recycle Bin. Clicking an item and pressing DELETE sends 
it to the Recycle Bin. To bypass the bin and delete the item 
permanently (no retrieval without dedicated software), 
click the item and press SHIFT-DELETE. 

Drag and copy an item. Click the item to select it and 
then hold down the CTRL key while you drag it to a new 
location. The original stays in place. 

Select multiple items. When you select items to copy, 
delete, or move, you can select an entire contiguous row or 
group of them by clicking one, pressing and holding the 
SHIFT key, and then clicking another one at the opposite 
end of the row or group. However, if you want to select in- 
dividual, nonadjacent elements within a row or group, 
press and hold the CTRL key as you select the items. 

View Properties. The Properties menu provides informa- 
tion (such as file size) about an item and, depending on the 
file type, may let you customize it. For user-created files such 
as documents or images, Properties lets you add searchable 
notes including category, author, and keywords. For folders, 
Properties lets you access sharing restrictions. For icon-based 
shortcuts, Properties lets you change the icon or decide if the 
item will open in a window or minimized. To view properties 
for an item, click it and press ALT-ENTER. 

Display a menu. In most Windows programs, there is an 
underscore beneath one letter of every menu and option. If 
you do not see an underscore, pressing ALT will reveal any 
shortcut letters. You can open a menu by pressing ALT- 
LETTER, where LETTER is the letter underlined. For 
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example, in Word, press ALT-F to open the File menu. In 
Firefox, press ALT-B to open the Bookmarks menu. Once 
you are there, use the Right and Left arrow keys to move to 
other menus or the Up and Down arrows to scroll through 
the menu. (Note that this also works to select options in Win- 
dows dialog boxes when underscores are present.) Newer 
programs may indicate the shortcut letter differently. Office 
2007, for instance, displays the letters in 
small squares below the files with which 
they are associated. 

Execute a command. Once you open 
a menu, pressing the underlined letter 
of an option executes that command. A 
prime example in Word is the Print 
command, which you can initiate by 
pressing P with the File menu open. 
Using this shortcut with the preceding 
one, you can open menus and execute 
commands with just the keyboard. 

Open Task Manager. This utility, 
which lets you view (and terminate if 
needed) open programs and processes, 
examine memory usage, and reboot the 
computer if necessary, can be useful 
when a program has frozen or is 
causing your system to be sluggish. Press CTRL-ALT- 
DELETE to call it up. (In Vista push CTRL-SHIFT-ESC.) 

Keep It Short 

You can create personalized shortcuts to use within WinXP 
and Vista, letting you open folders or files or execute com- 
mands with a few keystrokes or clicks. You can also create 
keyboard shortcuts for operations in most Windows-compat- 
ible programs. We don't have room to discuss other pro- 
grams here; look for this feature on an Options or Preferences 
menu or search the Help utility for 
Keyboard Shortcut. 

Create an icon-based shortcut. 
Locate the item in Windows Ex- 
plorer, My Computer, the All Pro- 
grams menu, or the Desktop; 
right-click it; and select Create 
Shortcut. Windows will place the 
shortcut in the same location as the 
original. Click and drag the shortcut 
to move it elsewhere. 

Shortcuts are a great way to put 
frequently used items on the Desk- 
top — and at your fingertips. Create a 
shortcut to a printer and print to it 
by dragging and dropping files to the 
shortcut. Create a shortcut to a 
file — a document or favorite video, 
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CTRL-ALT-DELETE opens Task Manager (in 
WinXP), from which you can examine your 
system and its running programs and processes 



for example — and Windows will open the program and the 
file with a double-click. Note that a shortcut is a link to the 
original, so any changes you make to a file shortcut (or the 
files inside a folder shortcut) are being made to the original. 
Also, some items and most commands inside programs do 
not support icon-based shortcuts. 

Create a keyboard shortcut. You can only create keyboard 
shortcuts from icon-based shortcuts, 
not original objects. With a shortcut, 
you can press the key sequence to open 
the item just as if you double-clicked it. 
To begin, click an icon-based shortcut 
and press ALT-ENTER or right-click 
the shortcut and click Properties. Click 
in the Shortcut Key text box under the 
Shortcut tab. Press any character to 
create a CTRL-ALT-LETTER shortcut. 
You can also press CTRL-SHIFT- 
LETTER or ALT-SHIFT-LETTER to 
use those keys in your combination. If a 
new keyboard shortcut does not work, 
it conflicts with a pre-existing shortcut, 
and you'll need to change it. 




The Short Of It 



For more WinXP shortcuts, visit tinyurl.com/yx47lv, 
where you'll find an exhaustive, but not detailed, list. This list 
also includes shortcuts that only work with the Windows logo 
key if your keyboard has one. (We have two favorite Win- 
dows logo button shortcuts. Press the button along with L to 
lock the workstation down. Press the button along with D to 
minimize all other windows and display only your Desktop. 
Press the combination again to return to where you were.) II 



byJenniferFarwell 



New Arrivals 



Vista comes with many of WinXP's old shortcuts built-in. Most of the new ones relate 
to features or utilities new with Vista; here are a few of our favorites. For more shortcuts, 
visit windowshelp.microsoft.com and search with the keywords "Vista shortcuts." 



Key/Key Combination 



Open Si 

Cycle thr 

Display login/logoff options 

Control Volume (Media Center) 

Play Audio File (Media Center) 

Open new tab (Internet Explorer) 



F8 (mute); F9 (down); F10 (up) 

CTRL-SHIFT-P 

CTRL-T** 



Start is the Windows logo key **Also works in IE7 running on WinXP 
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Is Antivirus 
Getting Smarter? 

Nonsignature Anti-malware Applications 



Historically, most antivirus 
apps have relied on signatures 
as the primary means of iden- 
tifying the existence of a threat to PC 
security. These threats include viruses, 
spyware, Trojans, keystroke loggers, 
worms, or some other category of mal- 
ware. Let's examine this signature- 
based approach, as well as the emerging 
alternatives that include nonsignature- 
based applications. We'll also take a 
look at how seriously these nonsigna- 
ture-based anti-malware applications 
should be considered as part of a com- 
prehensive PC protection arsenal. 

Signature-Based Approach 

A signature is a binary pattern that, 
similar to a digital fingerprint, identi- 
fies a specific malware threat. Anti- 
malware applications are designed to 
scan a computer's memory (typically 
scanning executables, processes, the 
Registry, and files) in order to compare 
that memory to a database of signa- 
tures maintained and updated regu- 
larly by the anti-malware application. 
When any portion of the memory 
matches a signature from the database, 
the application then deals with the 
identified threat by notifying the user 
requesting permission to quarantine or 
eradicate that portion of memory 
identified as containing the signature. 

One reason signature-based ap- 
proaches have been so popular is 
that antivirus researchers from IBM, 
Symantec, McAfee, Panda Security, 
Sophos, and other industry leaders typ- 
ically share their virus discoveries and 
lists of identified signatures, regularly 



(even daily) releasing 
updates as new viruses 
are discovered. Thus, 
most antivirus applica- 
tions have been fairly 
similar in terms of how they work and 
which viruses they identify. The war 
between new viruses' makers and an- 
tivirus researchers and consumers has 
been characterized by how quickly the 
new viruses can be identified and the 
newly identified signatures can be pro- 
mulgated for inclusion in the various 
antivirus applications. 

The signature-based approach also 
offers the obvious advantage of speci- 
ficity. The information exchanged 
about any given virus or malware 
(maintained in the database) includes 
the means to remove it from a system 
by reversing the specific procedures it 
used to implant itself in the first place. 

These advantages of the signature- 
based approach have enabled it to work 
moderately well. But as the number of 
identified threats increases dramatically 
as more crackers produce more mal- 
ware more quickly, scans take longer 
and longer and begin to become a se- 
rious nuisance interfering with produc- 
tivity and even casual computing. To 
some degree, this weakness of the 
signature-based approach has been 
mitigated by implementing more so- 
phisticated scanning algorithms and 
improvements to the database to help 
reduce scan times. These enhance- 
ments, which consist of heuristic tech- 
niques, include consideration of the 
type of memory being scanned (such as 
system files vs. boot record vs. data files 
vs. scripts or macros vs. processes in 




RAM); the relative location in the 
memory most likely to contain the of- 
fending signature; prequalification of 
files by size and type; and identification 
of generic and wildcard signatures 
based on classes or families of malware. 
What's even more problematic 
about the signature-based approach, 
however, is that it has a built-in secu- 
rity hole: The possibility that a zero- 
day threat (a threat for which there is 
not yet an identifying signature in the 
database) may bypass the defenses of 
anti-malware software. Thus, some 
researchers have begun to develop ap- 
proaches that either augment or re- 
place the signature-based approach. 

Behavioral Approach 

One alternative to signatures is to 
identify as many of the potentially 
dangerous behaviors and sequences as 
possible and then protect users against 
any software that might exhibit those 
recognized malicious behaviors. For 
example, antivirus software might in- 
tervene anytime a program or process 
attempts to tamper with system files, 
reformat a hard drive, or hijack a 
browser. This so-called behavioral ap- 
proach has the significant advantage 
that only the dangerous behaviors 
would need to be catalogued and 
tracked — which are numbers far 
smaller than the number of identified 
viruses. Additionally, because it relies 
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on behavioral analysis rather than 
identification of specific threats, it is 
certain to be significantly more effec- 
tive in thwarting zero-day threats. 

However, the behavioral approach 
has several downsides when used inde- 
pendent of a signature-based method. 
First, in the absence of information 
about the offending malware, the anti- 
malware application is usually unable 
to completely remove or quarantine 
the threat on its own, especially if the 
malware has creatively imbedded itself 
into system files. Second, in the ab- 
sence of information about known 
threats, it can often misidentify legiti- 
mate applications as threats. Therefore, 
this approach is typically only effective 
if used in association with signature- 
based anti-malware software. Many of 
the vendors who tout the benefits of 
this additional layer of protection, in- 
cluding Panda Security (www.panda 
security.com) and its TruPrevent tech- 
nology, still recommend the use of sig- 
nature-based anti-malware software. 

One variation on this approach 
that gets closer to eliminating the 
need for signature tracking is to test 
any untrusted code with a trial run in 
a safe "sandbox," or virtual computer 
environment. Thus, the behavior of 
any suspect code can be identified 
and pre-empted in real time within 
the confines of a protected environ- 
ment before it causes harm to the 
real system. BitDefender (www.bitde 
fender.com) uses this approach with 
its B-HAVE (Behavioral Heuristic 
Analyzer in Virtual Environments) 
technology, but only to augment its 
basic signature-based anti-malware 
application. Although F- Secure (www 
.f-secure.com) claims even greater so- 
phistication with its DeepGuard tech- 
nology, it nonetheless considers 
DeepGuard to be the last line of pro- 
tection, employed in addition to the 
signature-based approach. 

Alternative Approaches 

Some manufacturers of anti-malware 
software have adopted creative new 



refinements to the behavioral approach, 
even claiming that their technology 
eliminates the need for (and the limita- 
tions of) a signature-based approach. 
However, many of these hyped-up 
measures are quickly discredited as in- 
effective or burdensome. Anti-Execut- 
able from Faronics ($27.30; www 
.faronics.com), for example, takes a 
brute-force approach and simply pre- 
vents anything from running on your 
computer that wasn't there when you 
first installed Anti-Executable. Obvi- 
ously, there's no need for signatures if 
you treat everything new as malware 
and everything old as safe, but that 
leaves you unable to run or install any- 
thing new. Dynamic Security Agent 
from Privacyware (free; www.privacy 
ware.com) takes another approach — it 
analyzes your "normal" system and 
usage behaviors and then attempts to 
protect you by issuing warnings when 
your system's behavior falls outside of 
what it considers to be normal. The 
problem with this approach is that it re- 
quires the user to intervene regularly. 

GreenBorder developed some prom- 
ising technology for safe Internet usage 
based on the virtual isolation of all 
Web browser activity. However, the 
company was bought by Google and, as 
of press time, was no longer offering 
applications for download or purchase. 



There is at least one other promis- 
ing technology and company worth 
watching. Sana Security (www.sana 
security.com) employs a sophisticated 
defense system named Active Malware 
Defense Technology based on combi- 
nations of behaviors that exist in the 
suspected threat. Sana claims that all 
malware exhibits certain behaviors and 
abilities not usually seen in legitimate 
software, such as surviving system re- 
boots while continuing to operate, 
hiding from the end user or security 
tools to avoid detection, and exhibiting 
malicious intent and capability during 
execution. Sana's software uses those 
particular behavior criteria instead of a 
database of known threats and their sig- 
natures to proactively identify malware. 

Creative Possibilities 

Although there is no current rea- 
son to completely abandon signature- 
based anti-malware applications, 
you'll certainly benefit by being 
aware of the possibility that some 
creative new vendor will soon de- 
velop an approach that is not only 
more effective in eliminating zero- 
day threats but that also more effi- 
ciently uses system resources. II 

by Dave Whittle 



Comparison Of Anti-malware Approaches 

Signature Database Approach Behavior Of Executables Approach 



High specificity 
means; near-per- 
fect identification; 
and fast, clean 
removal 



As more threats 
are identified and 
tracked, scans take 
longer and longer 



Nonproprietary; 
enables informa- 
tion sharing 
between anti- 
malware vendors 



i r 



Requires time 
to identify new 
threats and create 
a signature for 
the database, 
thus enabling 
zero-day threats 



Dramatic reduc- 
tions in perfor- 
mance impacts 
are possible; less 
interference with 
productivity 



Complete threat 
removal is likely 
to require in- 
creased manual 
intervention 



Immediate, proac- 
tive recognition of 
threats; pre-empts 
zero-day threats 



Generally involves 
proprietary, vendor- 
specific technology, 
so it's likely that 
there will be less 
sharing among anti- 
malware vendors 
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Voice Over 
Instant Messaging 

Prime-Time Player Or Just For Fun? 



In the past year or so, as the for- 
tunes of VoIP (Voice over In- 
ternet Protocol) companies such 
as Vonage have risen and fallen, a new 
breed of Internet-based phone services 
has been sweeping the marketplace. 
Called VoIM (Voice over Instant Mes- 
saging), these services let you send and 
receive phone calls from your PC. 
Unlike VoIP providers, they don't 
require you to purchase any special 
hardware beyond the equipment — 
broadband (high-speed) modem, 
speakers, and microphone — that many 
new PCs already have. 

With leading provider Skype having 
millions of users and more than a half- 
dozen smaller VoIM services pursuing 
business, we decided it was time for a 
Smart evaluation. How does VoIM 
differ from VoIP, and what does it 
offer? Are there pitfalls you should 
avoid, and how? Is it something you 
can consider as your full-time phone 
solution, or is it another gizmo in the 
Internet toolbox? For the answers to 
these questions and more, read on. 



device that runs between the Internet 
connection and the phone, freeing the 
user from his PC. This device handles 
the digitization and compression/de- 
compression required to turn analog 
(waveform) speech into digital voice 
(data) packets and back again. 

VoIM services, by contrast, employ 
PC-based messaging client software, 
with the analog-to-digital transforma- 
tion taking place through the software 
rather than hardware. (VoIP boxes run 
software at a basic level, but they do 
not require much user intervention.) 
Nevertheless, the underlying process is 
the same as for VoIP, with the digital 
voice packets being routed over the 
Internet and delivered to a PC or other 
Internet-connected device on the other 
end. Ironically, VoIP calls originally 
went to and from a user's PC, just like 
VoIM calls do. Many prospects were 
reluctant to send and receive calls from 
their computers, so VoIP providers 
abandoned the PC in favor of a user- 
friendly, hardware-based solution. 

With a return to the PC by VoIM 
providers, the technology has come full 



VoIP vs. VoIM 

As we noted above, 
the key difference be- 
tween VoIP services 
and VoIM services is 
that VoIP connections 
require a hardware 
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circle. That's likely because the sophis- 
tication of users and the quality of PC 
microphones, speakers, and headsets, 
has improved. Nevertheless, VoIM 
providers are running into the same 
consumer pushback that VoIP compa- 
nies experienced: Many are partnering 
with device manufacturers to offer 
hardware-based solutions. 

Now we know that VoIM providers 
are really VoIP providers but with soft- 
ware that is more heavily integrated 
into the user experience. Let's examine 
what this technology offers and how 
VoIM improves over basic VoIP. 

A Quick History Lesson 

When VoIP debuted, call quality was 
heinous for several reasons. First, PC 
speakers and microphones weren't up 
to the task. Second, most users still had 
dial-up connections. Third, the Inter- 
net's packet-based technology is great 
for data — like computer files — already 
segmented into Is and Os. Because it 
does not require sequential delivery of 
packets, it's not so great for streaming 
communications like voice. 

Initially, problems with latency 
(delay in packet arrival), jitter (unpre- 
dictable variations in the length of 
packet delay), and packet loss caused 
by network congestion reduced the 
quality of VoIP transmissions. Today, 
improvements in hardware, software, 
and both transmission and compres- 
sion protocols have largely eliminated 
these issues. 
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There are still concerns with VoIP 
and VoIM that we will discuss later. 
However, call quality has improved 
so much — especially when you are 
working with a top-notch headset and 
microphone — that some experts say it 
can be better than standard phone calls. 
According to a February 2007 report 
authored by John Longo, senior analyst 
for independent telecommunications 
market research firm Heavy Reading, 
VoIM uses better quality codecs (com- 
pression/decompression technologies ) , 
resulting in a better- sounding call. 

Nearly all voice calls, even those that 
travel over the PSTN (public switched 
telephone network), are digital for part 
of their journey. Consequently, all 
voice transmissions must be com- 
pressed and decompressed. VoIM and 
VoIP codecs generally work with a 
wider range of the spectrum in which 
the human voice travels, enabling them 
to capture more of the highs and lows 
of speech. Codec- developers base their 
marketing on this assertion, and 
leading IP codec companies such as 
Global IP Solutions (www.gipscorp 
.com) are wooing lots of customers 
with their superior, patented solutions. 

Instant Opportunities 

Given that both VoIP and VoIM can 
have excellent call quality (assuming 
network issues mentioned earlier are 
tackled), what gives VoIM an edge? 
VoIM pairs telephony with the advan- 
tages users have come to enjoy from 



their PCs. In tandem with calls, 
most of these providers support 
instant messaging features, such 
as text chat; file transfer; and 
even gaming, whiteboarding 
(shared drawing and mark-up 
features), and video. VoIM 
client software can detect the 
availability of people or devices 
by determining whether they 
are logged into the network. 

Like their VoIP and PSTN 
competitors, some VoIM pro- 
viders also offer call forwarding, 
call conferencing, redial, and 
voicemail, and they generally integrate 
your address book with the calling fea- 
ture. And of course, VoIM is location- 
independent — if you have access to 
an Internet-connected PC, you can 
make calls. (We do not recommend 
you call from a public computer for 
security reasons.) 

Another benefit of 
VoIM is cost. Virtu- 
ally all VoIM pro- 
viders allow free 
PC-to-PC calls within 
their network (and 
in rare instances to 
PCs with other VoIM 
clients), in much the 
same way that mobile 
providers do. When 
customers wish to 
reach subscribers of 
traditional telephone 
carriers, some VoIM 
providers can move 
calls onto the PSTN 
and charge their sub- 
scriber a small fee. 
Some VoIM compa- 
nies also provide their 
users with an "in- 
coming line" phone 
number so they can 
receive calls from 
PSTN users. 

The cost for these services varies. 
Yahoo! Messenger with Voice (voice 
.yahoo.com), for example, offers Phone 
Out for a penny a minute for all calls 
(local and long distance) in the United 
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Leading VoIM provider Skype 
offers video calling, conferencing, 
and more but lacks some of the 
entertainment bonanzas of other 
VoIM offerings. 



States. Phone In service is $2.99 a 
month (less if you purchase a year of 
service). Leading VoIM provider Skype 
(www.skype.com) is a bit more expen- 
sive — SkypeOut calls within the United 
States are 2 cents per minute. Skypeln 
costs $6 a month (less with a 12 -month 
contract or Skype Pro service). For 
more on provider options, see "VoIM: 
Who's Who." 

Caveat Emptor 

Before you sign up, be aware that 
there are drawbacks. First, and perhaps 
most important, VoIM services do not 
offer 911 locator services. The nature of 
IP calling makes it difficult for the 
provider to know where you are. Some 
VoIM providers offer no 911 connec- 
tion. Others can connect you, but you 
may not be routed to the closest emer- 
gency call center. 

Even if you can be 
routed appropriately, 
if you cannot tell 
the operator where 
you are, emergen- 
cy responders will 
not be able to find 
you. Some VoIP and 
VoIM providers are 
circumventing the 
first problem by re- 
quiring their users to 
register an address 
when they sign up for 
a phone number, en- 
abling the carrier to 
route the 91 1 call cor- 
rectly. However, most 
have no way at this 
time to overcome the 
second, potentially 
deadly, limitation. 

A second drawback 
is incompatibility 
with other services 
that require a PSTN 
line. For example, VoIM/VoIP codecs 
do not support fax transmission. Many 
satellite television receivers, TiVos and 
other set-top boxes, and alarm systems 
work only with PSTN lines. 
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A third problem (less common 
as technologies develop) is secu- 
rity. Some VoIM solutions do not 
support encryption, although 
leading providers such as Skype 
handle encryption and decryption 
tasks at the software level. (For 
VoIM calls made over a PSTN, se- 
curity is much less of an issue.) 

A final consideration is relia- 
bility. What happens if your power 
goes out, your broadband connec- 
tion goes down, or you cannot 
boot your computer? With VoIM, 
there's no way to plug in an old phone 
and get back to business. What if your 
provider becomes ensnared in patent 
issues, as has happened with Vonage? 
While VoIM providers generally claim 
all the technology they use is either 
theirs, legally licensed, or open source 
(free for anyone to use), there is little 
means for a customer to confirm that. 

Furthermore, if your VoIM software 
becomes corrupted or is incompatible 
at some level with your system, you 
won't be able to send or receive calls. 
Customer service with some of these 
portals is less than enthusiastic. For ex- 
ample, when we experienced problems 
with Yahoo! Messenger with Voice that 
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Gizmo is a little-known powerhouse that can connect to a 
variety of VoIM networks. 
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we could not identify or overcome, 
even when we uninstalled and rein- 
stalled it, our attempts to contact 
Yahoo! through conventional methods 
were fruitless. Even when we asked to 
cancel our account due to an inability 
to connect, we received nothing more 
than an email saying, "Goodbye." 

Not Ready For Prime Time 

With these drawbacks in mind, we 
recommend VoIM as a great way to 
enjoy inexpensive calling (especially 
long distance) and to combine interac- 
tive PC-to-PC features with audio and 
video calls. However, we do not recom- 
mend anyone replace his PSTN service 



at this time. If you have a mobile 
phone with good service inside 
your home and E911 (Enhanced 
911) locator service, and you don't 
need a PSTN line for any other 
reason, you might be an exception 
to the rule. 

If you're interested in VoIM, 
consider one of the hardware- 
based solutions we mentioned ear- 
lier. Companies such as Netgear 
(www.netgear.com) and Siemens 
(www.siemens.com) make dual- 
mode phones that support both PSTN 
and VoIM calls. 

For chat, video, gaming, and other 
advanced options, you'll need to head 
back to the PC — for now. However, 
that may change. In a February 2007 
Forrester Research report, Sally M. 
Cohen and Maribel D. Lopez predict 
that while VoIM isn't compelling 
enough to replace PSTN lines at this 
point, device manufacturers may 
"drive online community and further 
alter the way consumers think about 
voice by embedding [VoIM] in other 
devices and services like Xbox and per- 
sonal media players." II 

by Jennifer Farwell 






VoIM: Who's Who 



Interested in VoIM but not sure where to start? Here are some pointers regarding our top picks. However, if you already use a 
chat client, it makes sense to explore what voice capabilities it offers (especially if you have a large buddy list) . 



Skype 
(www.skype.com) 

It's the VoIM leader inter- 
nationally and has gained 
traction in the United 
States. It offers one of the 
more costly PSTN -access 
plans, but it's secure and re- 
liable. It has lots of phone- 
style features, including 
video calling, but is short 
on entertainment frills. 



Gizmo 
fwww.gizmoproject.com) 

favorite VoIM client— this is the 
cross-platform solution. It sup- 
s PC-to-PC calling to any Gizmo, 



;le Talk, Yahoo!, or Wmdc 
user. You can also call (from 
PC) any active Gizmo network 
iber on his mobile or PSTN line 
-ee. Call someone outside the 
/ork, or have anyone call you, at 
very low rates. 



Windows Live Messenger 
(get.live.com) 

It supports PC-to-PC videc 
lio calling between Win 
and Yahoo! customer* 
cording, gaming (v 
l subscription), and otr 
lanced features. It integi 
h Verizon's Web Calling 
.e (outgoing calls only- 
coming line), which could r 
more help if trouble occurs. 



Sight Speed 
(www.sightspeed 



solution for call 
clarity. It offers 
low-cost phone in 
and phone out 
(with an 800 num- 
ber for $1.00 per 
month), video 
email, and more. 



There are numerous other options open to you, including Yahoo! Messenger with Voice, Google Talk (www.google.com/talk), and 
AOL Instant Messenger (www.aim.com). If you don't have a favorite, ask your family and friends what chat clients they use most or 
set sail with Gizmo and communicate with them all! 



32 December 2007 / www.smartcomputing.com 



Readers' Tips 



Compiled by Joy Martin 



Many of our readers 
come across fast, 
easy ways to solve 
a problem or 
accomplish a task. 
Well, we'd like to 
hear about it! If you 
have a great tip 
you'd like to share, 
please email us at 
readerstips@smart 
computing.com. If 
we print your tip, 
we'll send you a free 
Smart Computing 
T-shirt. You'll be 
the envy of all 
(well, some) of 
your friends. 

Please include your 
first name, last 
name, and address 
so that we can give 
you credit if we 
print your tip. (And 
so that we can send 
your T-shirt to you, 
of course.) Please 
limit your tip to 200 
words or fewer. Not 
all tips received will 
be printed, and tips 
may be edited for 
length and clarity. 



Helpful Advice On Getting 
Organized & Seeing Better 




Keep Track Of Downloads 

I simply hate saving down- 
loads to the Desktop. It 
clutters everything, and 
usually file names aren't all 
that helpful, either. I created a 
folder named A Download Folder 
on my C: drive. It purposely starts with the letter A, 
so it sorts near the top of the folder list when view- 
ing the tree structure. Before I download a file, I 
create a subfolder with an appropriate category 
name and download (save) into that subfolder. 
After the download is completed, I browse to that 
subfolder and double-click the EXE for the install. 

Some of the subfolders I've created in my A 
Download Folder folder include Drivers, Free 
Games, PDF Files, Zip Files, and Utility Programs. 

Dallas T., Silver Spring, Md. 



Help For The Visually Impaired 

For the readers with sight problems, there may 
be some help by using the Magnifier built with- 
in Windows. Even now there are those that are 
unaware of the Magnifier included in the oper- 
ating system. 



ft unload ^Ider 



Click Start, Programs (or All Programs), 
Accessories, Accessibility, and 
then Magnifier. This will open a 
small window at the top of the 
screen, which is a magnification of the area 
around the mouse pointer. By default, this area 
will be at a magnification of twice the normal size. 

It also opens the Magnifier Settings window 
where some of the parameters of the magnifier 
may be adjusted. The level of magnification may 
be changed from one to nine times magnifica- 
tion. The width of the window at the top usually 



starts at about 1.5 inches high. If you 
need to view a larger area, move the 
mouse pointer to the border between 
the normal and magnified areas, and 
when it turns into the double arrow, 
drag it down to increase the width of 
the magnified area. 

As has been previously pointed out by Mr. Mo- 
dem, there are third-party programs that per- 
form similar functions. In fact, I had one for many 
years that turned the mouse pointer into a mag- 
nifying glass, but it only covered a small area 
around the pointer and did not have the versa- 
tility that the built-in program does. 

Bud R., Mesa, Ariz. 



Protection For Laptop Screens 

My last laptop had a 
problem with the screen 
being pushed into the key- 
board when it was in my 
laptop bag. The keys wiggled and 
gouged the coating on the screen. In 
my case, it was the Spacebar and the home row 
finger bumps (on the Fandy keys). 



The manufacturer replaced the screen, but to 
prevent this from happening again, I bought 
some microfiber cloths that were bigger than the 
keyboard. I cut one to fit over the keys but not 
hang out the edges of the laptop — the cloth's 
edge might cause damage to the laptop. Every 
time I close the screen, I place the cloth over the 
keys. I have never had the problem happen again. 

A side benefit is that I have a cloth suitable for 
cleaning my screen or glasses every time I need one. 



•V 



Mark C, Garden City, Ga. 
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An Easy Switch-It's About Time 



Although Macs are supposed to be easy to use, I can tell 
you that the real story is a little bit more complicated. 
Macs do seem to be more intuitive than Windows for 
"first-time computer users." However, if you're used to 
Windows, you may find that you're a bit set 
in your ways and that you try 
to do things the same way on a 
Mac that you would on a PC. 
However, there are subtle dif- 
ferences in the way that you in 
teract with OS X vs. Windows. 

Earlier this year, I was thrilled to see 
that someone finally addressed the unique 
needs of "switchers" by creating software 
that teaches a Windows user how to perform 
all of their familiar activities on a Mac. It's About 
Time Products offers a software package called It's 
About Time To Learn The Switch To Mac. 

You Say Po-TAY-to; I Say Po-TAH-to 

The interesting thing about switching from one OS (op- 
erating system) to another is that you can perform many of 
the same tasks, but sometimes the terminology is just a little 
bit different. The It's About Time software does a great job 
of explaining these differences. For example, in the lessons, 
the host Saied explains that on Windows, you refer to your 
software as Programs, whereas on a Mac, you call them 
Applications. So instead of finding programs in the All 
Programs section of the Start menu, on a Mac, you'll find 
all of your programs (er, I mean, applications) in the 
Applications folder. You also learn that OS X's Dock is the 
Mac equivalent to the Windows Taskbar. 

The great thing, though, about It's About Time To Learn 
The Switch To Mac is its interface. A small window in the 
upper-left corner of the screen has a video where you can 
watch the host explain the concepts he's teaching. To the 
right of that video, you'll see a sheet of notepaper, where key 
points are listed. In the 
left column, you'll see 
notes about how to 
perform an activity in 
Windows, and in the 
right column, you'll 
see notes about how to 
perform that same task 
on a Mac. Underneath 
the video window and 
the notepaper, you'll 




see two windows: one that shows a Windows screen, and the 

I other that shows a Mac screen. For each 

m J lesson, you see the cursor move on 

:= = 5 ^ the screen, demonstrating first how 
to perform an activity in Win- 
dows and then how to do the 
%■*> same task on a Mac. This is a 
great approach, because it re- 
ally lets you see the ways in which 
various procedures are similar 
and the ways that they differ. 
As the host guides you through each 
of these demonstrations, notes appear on 
the notepaper to summarize the steps involved 
in performing each task in Windows and in OS X. 
The host walks through these lessons slowly enough that 
they are easy to follow, but not so slowly that you feel like 
he's talking down to you. 

At the conclusion of each lesson, the software invites you 
to take a turn performing the task. You can do all of this in 
the sample Mac window right within It's About Time. 

This software covers all of the basic lessons for a first-time 
Mac user, from adding applications to the Dock to setting up 
email to searching for specific files or folders. The software 
addresses many of the issues switchers often face. For ex- 
ample, in Windows, you can close a program by clicking the 
red X in the corner of a window. If you do the same on a 
Mac, however, you close only the window, not the program 
itself. It's About Time shows a new Mac user the proper way 
to quit a program on a Mac and how to tell, at a glance, 
which programs are still running. 

Ready To Switch 

If you are already somewhat comfortable in a Mac environ- 
ment, this software isn't for you. It won't teach you advanced 
OS X tricks, but it will give you a great guide to the ways that 
OS X is both similar to and different from Windows. II 




Product Info: 

It's About Time To Make The Switch To Mac 

$29.95 (box copy); $24.95 (download) 

It's About Time Products 

hi@itsabouttimeproducts.com 

www.itsabouttimeproducts.com 

It's About Time To Make The Switch To Mac 
demonstrates the way that performing basic 
tasks differs between Windows and OS X. 
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Enhance Your Time Online 



Web Tools Through IM 

Problem: I use a lot of 
Web applications, but I 
feel like I'm spending a lot 
of time constantly going to 
different Web pages to ac- 
cess and update all of my 
information. Is there a 
Web page that helps me 
consolidate these tasks? 
Solution: The solution isn't 
so much a Web page as it is 
a custom instant messaging 
interface: IMified (unified 
.com). Add IMified to your 
buddy list and send this 
buddy a message, and you 
will automatically be signed 
up for this service, which al- 
lows you to add a number 
of widgets that your IM (in- 
stant messenger) can inter- 
face with. Add calendar 
events, to-do items, or even 
update your blog all 
through your IM window. 

Translated Search 



Problem: I'm doing a 
Google search, and I'm 
getting a lot of pages in a 
foreign language. I could 
use a Web translator, but 
this is proving tedious to 
do for every page just to 
find out if it's even relevant 
to my search. 



Solution: Tucked away in 
Google's beta translation 
page (translate.google.com) 
is a handy feature called 
Google Translate. You 
enter your search in the 
box like you normally 
would and then you also 
select your language and 
the language you expect 
your searches to appear in. 
Looking for a Japanese toy 
robot? Have Google Trans- 
late display the Japanese 
page results in English. 
Don't feel blocked by 
foreign-language results 
ever again. 

How Does Your Salary 
Compare? 

Problem: I am thinking 
about getting a new job, 
but I am having a hard 
time finding competitive 
salary comparisons. 
Solution: Uber job site 
Monster.com seems like a 
good place to start, but its 
salary wizard (monster 
.salary.com) only supplies 
free info for a base salary 
range — you have to pay for 
a personalized salary report. 
Why not try SalaryBase.com 
(www.salarybase.com)? The 
theory behind this site is 



BJDified 



Instant to-dos, notes, reminders, 
and access to the applications 
you use everyday without 
launching your browser. On your 
desktop or mobile, imif ied is your 
best buddy. 
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How green is this Black Google? 



you enter your current posi- 
tion, location, and salary, 
and then it compares these 
figures to info that other 
users have submitted. This 
means it's only as accurate 
as the user-supplied facts. 
Plus, it's not meant to show 
you what you could be 
making; it's only meant to 
compare your current salary 
to others. 

Free Conference Call 
Number 



IMified is another robo-buddy that aims to enhance your 
productivity by enhancing your IM. 



Problem: I need to get a 
bunch of co-workers on a 
conference call, but our 
small business phone 
system only supports 
three-way calling. 
Solution: Whether you are 
preparing a corporate 
strategy session or planning 
a family reunion, if you 
need to have a conference 
call, try using a free call-in 
number from FreeCon- 
ferenceCall.com (www 
.freeconferencecall.com) . 
Only one person needs to 
sign up on the site to get a 
dedicated phone number, 
an access code, a subscriber 
PIN, and instructions on 



using the service. Long- 
distance charges apply, of 
course, but otherwise this is 
about as free as it gets. 

BlackGoogle 



Problem: I heard a rumor 
that my computer monitor 
would consume less energy 
if I used a search engine 
with a black background as 
opposed to Google's all- 
white layout. True? 
Solution: The somewhat in- 
famous "Black Google" is a 
site called Blackle (www 
.blackle.com). Based on a 
comment made on a green- 
computing blog (ecoiron 
.blogspot.com), Blackle 
sprang up as an unofficial 
skin for the Google search 
engine. Turns out there's no 
real energy savings when 
using an LCD monitor and 
only a marginal savings with 
CRT (cathode-ray tube) 
screens. Blackle is still up 
and running with an about- 
page note saying that using 
this site is a reminder about 
the need to save energy. 
Maybe in this case, the 
message is stronger than 
the messenger. II 
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Bedford Cheese Shop 

www.bedfordcheeseshop.com 

Cheese makes a great holiday gift — 
not only because it appeals to just 
about everyone, but also because you 
may well get the chance to snack on it 
when you visit the recipients' houses 
(the holidays are times for sharing, 
after all). And who better to fill that 
cheese order than the "cheesemon- 
gers" of the Bedford Cheese Shop? 
This New York-based store ships its 
cheese nationally and has gift boxes 
that range from $49 samplers to a $225 
cheese basket behemoth. For a gift that 
lasts well into next year, consider the 
Monthly Cheese Plate Subscription. 

Dealnews 

www.dealnews.com 

Remember when Uncle Chuck joked 
about how he'd turned bargain hunt- 
ing into a sport? It looks like he missed 
a business opportunity. Dealnews has a 
team of discount detectives that shine 
the spotlight on online coupons and 
sales for a variety of products, includ- 
ing clothing, household items, and 
even food. The site also features a new 
Holiday Gift Guide, which recom- 
mends deals on the most popular hol- 
iday gifts, including electronics. The 
site's Last-Minute Shopping Guide, 
which opens this December, helps 
shoppers find gifts that will arrive 
by Christmas. 



Even Santa 
Shops 
Online 



DLTK's Crafts For Kids 

www.dltk-kids.com 

If you and your children enjoy sea- 
sonal crafts, DLTK's Crafts For Kids 
Web site is an online gold mine. Free 
crafts include paper angels and salt 
crystal snowflakes, as well as Christmas 
coloring pages and easy-to-make gifts. 
You'll also find instructions for making 
Santa's Magic Key, which is a must for 
houses that don't have fireplaces (how 
else is Santa supposed to get inside?). 
Don't forget to revisit this Web site 
after the holidays, as it has fun activities 
for most special events. 

GourmetGiftBaskets.com 

www.gourmetgiftbaskets.com 

If you're planning to send a gift 
basket or two this holiday season, 
check out GourmetGiftBaskets. corn's 
nearly overwhelming collection. At the 
time of this writing, The Christmas 
Gift Baskets section alone featured 13 
gifts. At the low end of the price spec- 
trum, you'll find a $37.99 Christmas 
Gift Basket Stack that includes brownie 
cookies and — sorry, we can't remem- 
ber the other treats, we're still thinking 
about those cookies. The $124.99 
Ultimate Christmas Gift Basket, on the 
other hand, appears to have every 
snack ever made. Watch out for por- 
tion sizes, though. The Ultimate bas- 
ket's brownie bag weighs in at only 3 
ounces; 4 ounces less than the bag in 
the Stack. 

Northpole.com 

www.northpole.com 

These days, a Web site that offers 
ad- free content is a rare site indeed, so 



Compiled by Joshua Gulick 
Illustrated by Andy Arkwright 

we're glad to see that Northpole.com 
takes a strong stance against ads. The 
site features a Disco Dancing Santa 
that will have you and the kids 
laughing in no time, as well as Santa's 
Secret Village. Raymond the Reindeer 
acts as a tour guide while you explore 
the village's buildings and try out the 
activities and recipes. If you want to 
keep an eye on Santa's whereabouts as 
Christmas approaches, use Northpole 
.corn's link to the NORAD (North 
American Aerospace Defense Com- 
mand) Tracks Santa Web site. The 
tracker provides animated video of 
Santa's sleigh as it travels the globe. 

SantaClausOnline 

www.santaclausonline.com 

So, what does Santa do when he's 
not delivering presents? He's offering 
his consulting services to shoppers, of 
course. This site, which trumpets the 
tagline "Christmas Simplified," lets 
you browse its Christmas gifts by cate- 
gory. If you're stumped, click the Gift 
Finder tab at the top of the page and 
try out Santa's Gift Finder Tool. Once 
you enter some basic details about 
your recipient and how much you're 
willing to spend, it displays an array 
of relevant products. The tool also 
changes its name to Santa's Amazing 
Gift Finder (apparently the successful 
search boosts its confidence). 

SantaLetters4Kids.com 

www.santaletters4kids.com 

If little Joey or Sarah is impatiently 
waiting for Santa to make his yearly 
gift-giving trip, we have just the site for 
you. SantaLetters4Kids.com is a service 
that can mail (or email, if you prefer — 
after all, there's no reason Santa can't 
be technologically hip) a cheery letter 
to your child. Choose from dozens of 
paper types and provide some basic 
details about your child's interests so 
that Santa can create a personalized 
letter. The Web site encourages U.S. 
residents to order Santa's letters by 
December 12 — you'll pay for extra 
shipping if you make Santa scramble 
to get the letter out the door. 
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That's 

News 

To You 

Finding the appropriate Usenet discussion 
group to match your interests can be a mon- 
umental task. So each month, we scour tens 
of thousands of newsgroups and highlight 
ones that delve into popular topics. If your 
ISP (Internet service provider) doesn't carry 
these groups, ask it to add the groups to its 
list. This month, we unwrap groups that will 
help you shop for the holidays. 



misc.consumers.frugal-living 

If you're looking for inexpensive 
presents, check with these experi- 
enced bargain shoppers. Members 
here propose and debate all kinds 
of money- saving tips year-round. 



rec.food.veg.cooking 

Don't forget to prepare special 
dishes for your vegetarian family 
member this Christmas. If you're 
worried about finding a tasty vege- 
tarian recipe, check in with the 
members of this group. They're 
happy to offer recipe ideas. 



rec.arts.books 

You know that your nephew wants 
the latest Dean Koontz thriller for 
Christmas, but you have no 
idea what its title is. Before 
you head to the 
bookstore, post a 
message here. You'll 
have a response 
in no time. 



Share The Wares 



Some of the best apples in the online orchard are the free (or free to try) 
programs available for download. Each month, we feature highlights from 
our pickings. This month, we decorate your computer's Desktop. 

IconArchive Christmas Icons 

www.iconarchive.com 

If you're tired of those drab, manila-folder icons on your computer's 
Desktop, it's time to spice up Windows' built-in icon collection with some 
cheery, holiday-themed replacements. Although the Web is awash with 
icon-sharing Web sites, we're particularly fond of IconArchive, which has 
thousands of fun (and free) icon images. Once you enter the Christmas 
Icons section, you can browse more than 300 images. 

Downloading an icon is a snap. Create a folder in which you'd like to 
store icons. (We created an Icons folder on our computer's Desktop.) Next, 
browse IconArchive for an icon. When you find the one you'd like to use, 
click the Download As .ICO File link. Click Save when the File Download 
window appears and then save the file to your Icons folder. 

To replace a folder's existing icon with this new icon, right-click the old 
icon and then click Properties. Click the Customize tab and then click the 
Change Icon button. Next, click the Browse button, navigate to your Icons 
folder (the one you created on your Desktop), and then select your new 
icon. Click Open and OK. Click the OK button again on the folder's 
Properties window. 

At this point, the new icon will appear. (The folder's label, such as 
Shortcut To Documents, will appear under the new icon, just as it did with 
the previous icon.) To revert to the folder's original icon, follow the same 
steps to open the Change Icon folder but select the old folder icon from 
the list in this window instead of clicking the Browse button. 

IconArchive separates icons by the operating systems they support. 
You'll find highly 
detailed icons for 
Windows XP/ 
Vista and lower- 
resolution icons 
for older ver- 
sions of Win- 
dows. The icons 
are free for per- 
sonal use. I 





Celebrate the holidays with these 

cheery new icon images. iPod enthusiasts 

will get a kick out of the Fast Icon iPod 

Christmas collection. 
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Networking Via Electrical Wiring 




Computer net- 
works have become 
such an integral part of many 
users' computing experiences, whether 
it's a home network over Ethernet ca- 
ble or Wi-Fi system or Internet access 
via DSL (Digital Subscriber Line) or ca- 
ble modem. Yet, for many users, these 
technologies are either unavailable, too 
expensive, or difficult to implement. A 
newer option, BPL (Broadband over 
Power Line), hopes to address these 
concerns for both home networking as 
well as Internet access. 

Broadband Adoption 

Despite the widespread popularity 
of DSL and cable modems for Internet 
access, broadband penetration in the 
United States is just above the half- 
way mark. According to an August 
2007 Broadband Report from Website 
Optimization, approximately 53% of 
U.S. households had a broadband con- 
nection as of the first quarter this year. 

Although there are many factors that 
influence broadband adoption rates, 
the two major ones are cost and avail- 
ability. Many homes aren't suitable for 
DSL deployments, and many residen- 
tial areas lack cable service. Providing 
Internet access through BPL (often re- 
ferred to as Access BPL) is an exciting 
option for consumers who live in areas 
where utility companies are offering 
broadband access. Not only is BPL ser- 
vice potentially available for everyone, 



but the added competition for Internet 
access also will help drive costs down. 

How BPL Works 

The basic premise behind BPL (also 
called PLC, or power line communica- 
tions) networking is to use existing 
power lines to transmit network data. 
These power lines can be the ones 
inside your home (for in-house net- 
working) or the medium voltage pow- 
er lines that bring electricity to your 
home's subdivision. By using an RF 
(radio frequency) signal, BPL systems 
can leverage the existing electrical 
infrastructure for each home. BPL 
systems use frequencies that are unaf- 
fected by the power carried across the 
electrical line. Although BPL is rela- 
tively new to consumers, electric utili- 
ties have been using variants of this 
technology for decades to monitor and 
support their own power grids. 

How Utilities Deliver Your Data 

From a utility company's perspec- 
tive, BPL requires some additions to 
enable Internet service. First, the utility 



company has to purchase Internet ac- 
cess through a regional provider. The 
utility company then distributes this 
connection to each utility substation 
over robust fiber connections that can 
carry large amounts of data. 

Next, the utility company links 
each substation's Internet connection 
to its medium voltage lines. These 
medium voltage lines are either 
above or below ground and 
typically carry electricity at 
7,200 volts. Depending on 
the length of the medium 
voltage line, the utility com- 
pany may have to install 
signal repeaters that boost 
the strength of the signal 
used for Internet data. 
When the medium voltage 
line enters a housing subdivi- 
sion, a transformer modifies the 
medium voltage line into 240-volt 
AC (alternating current) that is used 
by most houses and offices. BPL fre- 
quencies can't pass through trans- 
formers, so the utility company has 
to install a bridge that allows the BPL 
signal to bypass the transformer and 
pass over to the 240-volt line that en- 
ters a home or office. 

One alternative strategy for BPL 
Internet access is the use of Wi-Fi sys- 
tems for the last "100 feet." Instead of 
transmitting data from your local 
utility company all the way into your 
house, the company will install Wi-Fi 
modems at the end of the electrical sys- 
tems, and users will connect to this ac- 
cess point through traditional Wi-Fi 
interfaces. This helps avoid the expense 
of installing the bridges needed to con- 
tend with transformers throughout 
medium voltage systems. 

How Users Make The Connection 

Once a utility company has config- 
ured a neighborhood or subdivision for 
BPL, users simply plug a small BPL 
modem into an electrical outlet and 
then connect their computer to the 
modem with an Ethernet cable. Their 
computer recognizes the modem, and 
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the users configure their computers to 
obtain a unique IP (Internet Protocol) 
address from the utility company. Data 
transmitted across the power line is en- 
crypted to protect it from accidental or 
intentional eavesdropping. For net- 
working, each computer will require a 
BPL modem. If the utility company is 
using Wi-Fi for each user endpoint in- 
stead of a BPL modem, the user will 
connect to the Wi-Fi hotspot created 
by the power utility. Once connected, 
users will be able to access the Internet 
in the same fashion as most other 
broadband users. 

BPL advocates tout the advantages 
of BPL for bridging the "digital divide" 
that separates users with broadband 
access from users either unable to af- 
ford or obtain broadband access. 
Access BPL speeds typically peak at 
3Mbps (megabits per second), though 
utility companies offer various pack- 
ages to accommodate different user 
demands. BPL also has the potential to 
provide VoIP (Voice over IP) service. 

In-House BPL 

Although Access BPL has the po- 
tential to transform how we access the 
Internet in the future, In-House BPL 
already has the ability to transform 
networking within homes. Home net- 
working consists primarily of Ether- 
net networks that require physical 
cables to be installed throughout your 
house or Wi-Fi networks that use 
radio signals to connect your home's 
computers wirelessly. Neither solu- 
tion is a perfect fit; Ethernet cables are 
difficult to install in existing houses 
and lack flexibility, and Wi-Fi systems 
suffer from slower performance and 
signal degradation. 

In-House BPL systems require no 
additional wiring, offer high-speed net- 
working at costs comparable to Wi-Fi 
systems, and give you the freedom to 
connect to your home network any- 
where there's an electrical outlet. Simp- 
ly plug a BPL modem into an outlet, 
attach it to your computer via an 
Ethernet cable, and you're connected. 



When In-House BPL first ap- 
peared on the market, it was used 
largely for home automation systems 
and suffered from slow network 
speeds. This was fine when most 
users were limited to home networks 
functioning at 10Mbps, but today's 
home networks are often transmit- 
ting data at rates up to lGbps (gig- 
abit per second). Although many 
of the In-House BPL systems still 
use slower data transmission rates, 
newer systems designed to work 
with high-definition video sig- 
nals can transmit data at rates ap- 
proaching 200Mbps. By comparison, 
the peak for Wi-Fi systems ranges 
from 54Mbps for 802. llg to over 
200Mbps for 802.1 In. 
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Netgear'sHDXIOIPowerlineHD 
Ethernet Adapter ($79.99; www.net 
gear.com) turns any electrical outlet 
into a 200Mbps (megabits per second) 
network connection. 



Problems With BPL 

Although BPL has the potential to 
provide affordable Internet access for 
many users, there are serious obsta- 
cles in place for widespread adoption. 
The major problem facing BPL is 
its potential for interfering with 
HF (high-frequency) and VHF (very 
high-frequency) radio signals. These 



frequencies are used by "ham" radio 
operators, shortwave radio receivers, 
and numerous government agencies. 

The problem lies in the funda- 
mental architecture of BPL for Internet 
access. BPL transmits data across un- 
shielded electrical lines that can act as 
giant antennas, disrupting any system 
using the same frequency. According 
to Allen Pitts, public relations manager 
for the ARRL (Amateur Radio Relay 
League), what the amateur operators 
and many other radio user groups are 
so concerned about is the pollution of 
wide areas of the radio spectrum by in- 
terference from BPL. In-House BPL 
systems use "notching" technology 
that limits their ability to interfere with 
other radio systems, as well as be dis- 
rupted by external radio signals. 

BPL service providers can attempt to 
mitigate BPL's impact on other sys- 
tems, but tests performed by the ARRL 
have shown that the BPL service itself is 
vulnerable to interference by outside 
signals. Just as the electrical lines act as 
a transmitting antenna (that interferes 
with HF/VHF signals), it also receives 
external signals on these same frequen- 
cies that can disrupt data transmissions 
carried through the power lines. 

Buy, Sell, Or Hold? 

BPL offers an interesting choice for 
consumers. In-House BPL is an innova- 
tive networking technology that solves 
many of the problems facing home net- 
working at an affordable cost. Whether 
you're setting up a new network or ex- 
panding an existing one, In-House BPL 
merits serious consideration. 

For Access BPL, the jury is still out. 
Technical concerns have delayed sub- 
stantial deployments, and Access BPL 
may never amount to more than a 
niche method of accessing the Internet. 
If Access BPL is available in your area, 
it might be worthwhile to participate in 
any trials or initial deployments; just 
remember, they don't call it "the cut- 
ting edge" without good reason. II 

by Chris Jackson 
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More and more people are 
trading in their landline in 
favor of a cell phone. If you 
haven't jumped on the bandwagon, it 
may be because you have concerns 
about making that transition or 
giving up some of the conveniences of 
your landline. Conversely, if you have 
made the transition, you've probably 
noticed a few of the minor hassles as- 
sociated with doing so. 

If you have ever missed a call be- 
cause you left your cell phone in the 
living room while you ran upstairs to 
grab a book from the office, you 
know all about one of these inconve- 
niences. With a landline phone, you 
could have taken the call using a 
phone connected in the office. We 
take multiroom connectivity for 
granted with traditional telephone 
service. Once you give up a landline 
phone, however, you begin to notice 
the need to carry your phone 24/7. 

Dead zones are another inconve- 
nience that cell users must face. Too 
often, areas of our homes (often the 
basement) receive poor cell phone 



A More Versatile Cell 



signals. For many users, talking on a 
cell phone is not as comfortable as 
talking on a regular phone, either. To 
top it off, a cell phone's built-in 
speakerphone is often not as powerful 
or clear as the speakerphones in tradi- 
tional phones. 

Even with all of these inconve- 
niences, many of us find that the bene- 
fits outweigh the drawbacks. After all, 
we like the savings associated with 
eliminating a landline bill, the ability to 
take our phone with us when we travel 
outside the home, and the cost benefit 
of being able to place long distance calls 
for little to no additional fee. 

Thankfully, you don't have to 
choose between paying for a landline 
or dealing with the inconveniences of 
using only a cellular phone. You can 
enjoy the best features associated with 
both types of phones by using a cell 
phone docking station. These docking 
stations give you the versatility 
of a landline with all of the 
benefits of a cell phone. 

How It Works 

These docking sta- 
tions connect to your 
cell phone through a 
Bluetooth or wired 
connection. They also 
connect directly to 
a standard telephone 
for a single-phone con- 
nection or to your home's internal 
telephone wiring to provide connec- 
tion throughout the home. These 
docking stations can connect to 
corded or cordless telephones, but be 
aware that some cordless telephones 
may experience interference de- 
pending on what frequency they are 
using and what other wireless signals 



are nearby at the time. For example, if 
your cell phone is connecting to the 
docking station via Bluetooth, you 
have a Wi-Fi network at home, and 
you're using a 2.4GHz cordless phone, 
you may experience some signal con- 
flicts. That's not to say you won't be 
able to use all three of these wireless 
technologies, but you may have to 
keep the devices far enough apart to 
avoid interference. 

Docking stations that connect to 
your cell phone wirelessly through 
Bluetooth use the Bluetooth headset 
and/or hands-free profiles to control 
your phone from a remote source (in 
this case, a regular telephone). On 
many phones, these profiles share 
Caller ID and other information with 
connected units such as a headset or 
other telephone. If you're using a 
Bluetooth connection, you may want 
to connect your phone to a charger, 
since Bluetooth tends to draw extra 
power from your cell phone's battery. 

A Few Options 

There are a few docking stations 
available that give you the free- 
dom of using a regular phone with 
your cell phone. PhoneLabs' Dock- 
N-Talk ($159.99; www.phonelabs 
.com), Grace Digital Audio's XLink 
Cellular Bluetooth Gateway ITC-BT 
($159.99; www.xlinkgateway.com), 




PhoneLabs' Dock-N-Talk lets you use a normal 
corded or cordless phone to make or receive 
calls on your cell phone. 
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PhoneLabs' 
Dock-N-Talk 
uses separate 
modules, such 
as this 
Bluetooth 
I module, to 
enable phone 
connectivity. 



and Grace Digital Audio's XLink Cel- 
lular Bluetooth Gateway ITC-BTTN 
($169.99) are three docking stations 
that will turn your regular corded and 
cordless telephones into a multiline 
phone system for your cell phone. 

All three of these docking stations 
can use your home's existing tele- 
phone wiring. By connecting the 
base station to a telephone jack in 
your home, all of the other jacks 
throughout the home will support the 
signal. You then connect a phone to 
any jack, and it will interact with your 
cell phone to let you place and receive 
calls. By connecting the base station 
in this way, you can effectively have 
multiple phones throughout the 
house connected to your cell phone 
without the mess of additional wires. 

PhoneLabs' Dock-N-Talk is unique 
in that it uses a separate module to 
connect your cell phone to the docking 
station using either a wired connection 
or Bluetooth connectivity. There are a 
couple of benefits to this modular 
method: First, a wired connection will 
allow you to charge your phone while 
it's docked. Second, if you choose to 
use the Bluetooth module, you 
can upgrade as newer versions 
of Bluetooth become available. 
Instead of upgrading the entire 
unit, you only have to upgrade 
the Bluetooth module, which 
is more cost efficient. The 
Bluetooth module is available 
for $79.99. Corded options for 
some phones start at $19.99. A 
corded connection is not avail- 
able for all types of phones. 



For phones that are not supported by a 
Dock-N-Talk corded connection, 
Bluetooth is a good alternative. 

The Dock-N-Talk supports up to 
five extension telephones through 
your home's internal wiring. The base 
Dock-N-Talk measures approximately 
1.63 x 4.25 x 4.75 inches (HxWxD). 

Grace Digital Audio's XLink Cellular 
Bluetooth Gateway ITC-BT and ITC- 
BTTN look alike and have the same 
features and functionality, but the 
ITC-BTTN has a second RJ11 jack. By 
adding this second jack, the ITC- 
BTTN has the capability to send and 
receive calls on a landline in addition 
to sending and receiving calls on up to 
three cell phones. Both units connect 
to your phone through Bluetooth, and 
both units can connect to up to three 
cell phones, which is perfect for fami- 
lies with multiple cell phones. These 
two units have three buttons at the top 
of the unit to display which phones 
are connected. When you want to dis- 
connect or reconnect a mobile phone, 
all you have to do is push the button 
corresponding to that phone. The 
ITC-BT and ITC-BTTN also have a 
built-in USB port, which can be used 
to upgrade the unit with firmware up- 
grades as they become available. 

The Results 

In our tests, call quality was accept- 
able with all three units. Corded con- 
nections weren't available for the cell 
phones we used to test the Dock-N- 
Talk, so we used Bluetooth in all of 
our tests. We didn't notice much of a 
quality difference between using a 



The XLink 
Cellular 
Bluetooth 
Gateway ITC- 
BTTN lets you 
combine a 
landline with 
up to three 
cell phones 
for ultimate 
convenience. 





a traditional phone) with new technology (a cell phone) 
using the XLink Cellular Bluetooth Gateway ITC-BT. 



telephone connected directly to the 
docking station versus using a hand- 
set connected by means of the home's 
internal wiring system. 

The setup process for the Intelli- 
Touch units was slightly easier than 
with the PhoneLabs unit, but both 
brands were easy enough to set up. The 
difference is that the PhoneLabs Dock- 
N-Talk required me to put my phone 
in discoverable mode. In all, setup took 
only a few minutes with all three 
docking stations. 

Drawbacks 

Cost is probably one of the most 
prohibiting factors to the growth and 
popularity of docking stations such as 
those mentioned previously. These 
docking stations provide a lot of con- 
venience, but that convenience comes 
at a price. Thankfully, it's a one-time 
expense: The only monthly fee you'll 
have to pay is your cell phone bill. 

Start Talking 

Whether you're looking for a good 
way to eliminate dead zones in your 
home, desire the flexibility 
that comes from having mul- 
tiple handsets connected to 
the same line, or just want a 
more comfortable handset to 
use while talking on your cell 
phone, a docking station can 
provide the added com- 
fort and convenience you're 
looking for. II 

by Jennifer Johnson 
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Poodle Skirts, 
Bobby Socks & Therapy 



Each December, I present an eclectic potpourri of Web 
sites encountered during the past year while pursuing 
my life's work as a highly trained, professional Web 
site profiler. Of the hundreds of Web sites reviewed, only a 
small portion receive the coveted "Mr. Modem Squeal Of 
Approval." It is from this elite group that I have 
culled the following sites that span the spectrum 
from the useful to the useless, and give them to 
you as my humble, holiday offering. Enjoy! 

The study of philosophy is frequently left 
to inhabitants of the halls of academia and 
books with small print and a dearth of pic- 
tures. Ask Philosophers (www.askphiloso 
phers.org) provides a platform for the dis- 
cussion of profound topics, thus bridging 
the gap between intellectuals and knuckle- 
dragging mouth-breathers like myself. The 
site's "Question of the Day" as I write this is, 
"What is nominalism?" I would have enjoyed 
participating in the discussion, but I was afraid 
that my head was going to explode. 

Benefits CheckUp (tinyurl.com/38cpcq), pro 
vided by the National Council On Aging, helps millions 
locate programs that may pay for costs associated with pre- 
scription drugs, health care, utilities, and other essential 
items or services. Available programs are identified based 
on the information users provide in a simple questionnaire. 

Flightstats Mobile (www.flightstats.com/go/Mobile) was 
created for Palm-type, handheld computers, but I use it as a 
no-frills, cut-to-the-chase, stop -with- the- hyphens flight infor- 
mation center. Here you can quickly discover flight status, de- 
parture and arrival times, flight alerts, airline and airport 
information, security wait times, and current airport delays. If 
you prefer the full-frills edition, visit www.flightstats.com. 

Flash Experiments by Clown Staples (www.geocities.com 
/clownstaples) presents three Flash demonstrations that will 
boggle your mind and possibly make you queasy. "Morse" 
combines Morse Code and music; "Windows Noises" orches- 
trates the various Windows blips, beeps, and boops into a vir- 
tual symphony; and "Ball On String" is — well, just move your 
cursor to fling the ball around. 

If you enjoyed wearing poodle skirts, bobby socks, and 
saddle shoes as much as I did in high school, I hope your years 
of therapy were as beneficial to you as mine were to me. Dive 
into the spirit of the fabulous c 50s and c 60s at oldforty 
fives.com. Scroll down and view a potpourri of flash movies 
that will rekindle memories of the songs we listened to, the 
cars we drove, and the pedal pushers we wore while ignoring 




hoots, taunts, and jeers. (I don't care what anybody says, they 
were very stylish.) 

GoogleGuide (tinyurl.com/apzkr) is a search enthusiast's 
dream come true, combining Google's many features in one 
suitable-for-laminating cheat sheet. 

Panoramic Photographs (tinyurl.com/y58c4q), 
courtesy of the Library of Congress, provides ac- 
cess to over 4,000 panoramic images of Amer- 
ican landscapes, cityscapes, and portraits. 
The Same Game (tinyurl.com/2ah2sr) 
challenge is to remove all the blocks by 
clicking groups displaying the same color. 
Sound easy? Beware: It's very humbling. 

If you're seeking nontraditional accom- 
modations while traveling, Unusual Hotels 
(www.unusualhotelsoftheworld.com) is 
the place to turn in. Perhaps you would like 
to stay inside an igloo, a lighthouse, or may I 
interest you in a nice tree? Categories include 
Art Galleries, Underground Caves, and Prisons. 
Four- Word Film Reviews (www.fwfr.com) is 
an ever-expanding repository of excruciatingly suc- 
cinct film reviews. For example, the blockbuster Titanic re- 
view is summed up as "Ice Chip Sinks Ship." Need I say more? 
Speaking of icebergs — come on, work with me here — this 
month's virtual buffet is just the tip when it comes to inter- 
esting and unusual Web sites. The perfect stocking- stuffer 
every PC user will cherish is the holiday classic, Mr. Modem's 
Web CD-ROM (www.MrModem.com). In this treasure trove 
of tidings, I profile more than 1400 of my favorite Web sites. 
This $19.95 CD is only $12.95 (with free shipping) for Smart 
Computing readers who use the cryptic Promotional Code 
"SC" when ordering online. Faster than you can say, "Hot 
diggity download," it will be on its way to you or your giftees. 

And finally, the Last Page of the Internet: If you're the 
last one out, kindly turn off the lights (tinyurl.com/guwc). 

Next month, we'll start the New Year off by exploring a 
baker's dozen of my favorite free programs. Until then, from 
Mrs. Modem and our four furry feline cable-chewers, we wish 
you a happy, healthy, and high-tech holiday season. II 

by Mr. Modem 



Mr. Modem (Richard Sherman) is an author, syndicated 
columnist, radio host, and publisher. "Mr. Modem's Weekl 
Newsletter" provides personal responses to subscribers' com} 
and Internet questions, plus weekly computing tips, Web sit 
recommendations, virus alerts, hoax warnings, and more. 
For additional information, visit www.MrModem.com. 
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With all of the computing technology that exists today, 
finding the exact information you need can be difficult. 
At SmartComputing.com, we make finding information about 
a wide variety of computing technology quick and painless. Use 
our article search feature to browse past articles and find addi- 
tional information from previous issues. Use the three-step de- 
tailed search to find an array of articles on topics ranging from 
the Internet and email to browsers, online services, and VoIP 
(Voice over Internet Protocol). You'll find all kinds of tutorials, 
troubleshooting tips, and other information to help keep your 
system running smoothly. 

You can also browse current issues or search by keyword. 
These features allow you to not only search articles from 
Smart Computing, but Computer Power User, PC Today, and 
First Glimpse, as well. Find a helpful article? Click the Email 
This link above the article to send it to a friend. Even if they're 
not a registered user, they'll be able to view the article in its 
entirety. Take advantage of all of 
these great features at Smart- 
Computing.com today! 




1. Go to www.smartcomputing. 
com and click Search All Arti- 
cles. Subscribers, be sure to log 
in so you can view complete 
versions of past articles. 

2. Click the links under the 
Browse heading to browse 
(instead of search) Smart 
Computing articles and is- 
sues. You can also browse 
articles and issues from our 
sister publications. 

3. To enter a keyword search, 
scroll to the bottom of the 
page and customize your 
search to fit exact terms. 



VOTF ForVnur Favorite TOPIC 
Search Ail Articles ► 



Read Hardware Reviews 



^ead Software Reviews 



)-Only Articles 



omputing Chat Room 



Computing Dictionary & 
zncvdopedia 



Daily Tip Archive 



Veb Log Archive 



Subscribers, be sure to add these articles to My Personal 
Library so you 
can keep all of — — ^^^^h s u^^^,^^ 



ation in one 
convenient lo- 
cation for fu- 
ture reference. 



Search Options 

For a solution to a specific problem, wb strongly suggest you visit our Is 

Browse: 

I ■''' '" ■'■' ' '■' 'i" ■" '■-■-■ ■■" ' 



Wireless communication may seem like a fairly new 
phenomenon, but scientists have 
been experimenting with it for 
over a century. According to 
Smart Computing's Encyclopedia, 
Reginald Aubrey Fessenden was 
"the first person to broadcast voices 
without wires." He transmitted 
"his first radio program on Christ- 
mas Eve in 1906, playing 'O Holy 
Night' on his violin." 



Just how festive is SmartComputing.com? We did a 
quick search to find terms related to holiday cheer. The 
word "Christmas" appeared about 365 times, "Santa" 
occurred 337 times, and the phrase "online shopping" 
made 287 appearances. 



Fun Site Of The Day 
From Oct. 11, 2007 

/ Used To Believe 

Childhood misconceptions are 
common and often hilarious. You 
may not have thought that clowns 
were born with pale skin and red 
noses or that ice cream caused polio, 
but we're guessing that you'll relate to 
some of these childhood beliefs. Enter your 
own anecdotes to give others a chuckle. 

www.iusedtobelieve.com 



Find products for 
everyone on your 
Christmas list with 
the PriceGrabber.com 
feature at Smart- 
Computing.com. We 
did a quick search 
for an LCD monitx 
and found monitors 
ranging from just 
$99 to over $13,000 
(though no one on 
our list has been that 
nice this year). With 
40 pages of options, 
you're sure to find 
a monitor that fits 
your budget. 




i 
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ower, portability. . . . What's not to like? 
Every so often, laptops outsell desktop PCs in a 
given month or shopping season. Soon, some analysts say, 
notebooks will be the top seller on a consistent basis. And 
why not, if you can buy a portable computer that does 
everything you would ask of a stationary desktop model? 

The widespread accessibility of wireless Internet access 
is one factor helping notebooks become more popular. 
Unlike a smartphone or PDA (personal digital assistant), 
notebooks have keyboards you can easily type on. And 
with dual-core processors and today's fast DDR2 (dou- 
ble data rate 2) memory, even Windows Vista and the de 
rigueur security software can run comfortably on a mod- 
erately priced notebook. 

Some users want to buy a laptop to take the place of a 

desktop PC. They want a great computing experience 

without the feeling of being tied down. Others simply want a 

lightweight Web terminal to take on the road for business 

and pleasure. Still others enjoy competition with fellow 

video gamers at networked gatherings called 

LAN (local-area network) parties, so 

their notebooks need to have 

enough graphical oomph 

in order to play the 

latest games. 

J 



IPS: AN OVERVIEW 
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The limiting factor to a laptop's 
carefree (meaning cable-free) existence 
is how long its battery will last. Broadly 
speaking, a typical notebook might run 
for a couple of hours before the user 
has to plug it into a wall outlet. 
Batteries have improved considerably 
since the olden days of "luggable" 
computing, and recent processors offer 
more power- saving features than ever 
before. Still, today s LCD widescreens, 
ever-vigilant security software, wireless 
network adapters, and power- hungry 
OSes (operating systems) such as 
Windows XP and Windows Vista have 
all conspired to erase any gains in bat- 
tery life. In fact, a typical laptop today 
probably won't last as long between 
charges as an old Windows 95 note- 
book did when its battery was new. 

For the majority of users who just 
want a reasonable amount of power at 
a great price, there are all sorts of entry- 
level and midrange models. Basic and 
moderate laptops can provide you with 
a smart balance among speed, com- 
pactness, weight, features, and battery 
life. For example, you can find an 
entry-level Gateway notebook with a 
1.7GHz dual-core processor and a 17- 
inch widescreen for $799 at press 
time. (Given the choice 
between a modest 
dual-core and 



a single-core processor with a higher 
GHz [gigahertz] speed rating, we'd take 
the dual-core nearly every time. It 
simply helps keep a PC from bogging 
down even when several programs are 
running simultaneously.) 

On the other hand, say you'd rather 
have something slim, compact, light- 
weight, and long on 
battery life. You 
want Web access 
and productivity 
apps, but you're 
willing to accept 
slow performance 
in order to go a 
long time between 
recharging sessions. 
Now you're talk- 
ing about thin-and- 
light notebooks, or 

slimline models, such as the HP 
Compaq 2510p Notebook PC ($1,549 
and up; www.hp.com). Other options 
include a UMPC (Ultra Mobile PC) 
and/or Tablet PC such as Samsung's Ql 
series ($869 and up online; product 
.samsung.com/qlmicrosite). 

If you want a laptop with top speed 
or unusual features, be prepared to 
pay. Some high-end notebooks are 
nearly as powerful as the best enthu- 
siast-level desktop PCs. The cream of 
the crop feature dual- core processors 
such as Intel's 2.93Ghz Core 2 Duo 
and even dual graphics card setups. Of 
course, there are some pretty consid- 
erable trade-offs with a super-high- 
end laptop beyond its high price. Heat 
might be a major problem, battery life 



will be short, and said battery will 
likely be large and heavy, as will the 
notebook itself. Generally speaking, 
the more powerful your "desktop re- 
placement" or gaming notebook, the 
bulkier and heavier it will be. 

Laptops have always suffered from a 
lack of upgradeability as compared 




with desktops. For years, users were 
limited to memory upgrades and what- 
ever add-ons they could slip into a PC 
Card slot or connect to an external 
port. Today, however, some notebooks 
allow upgrades of the graphics card 
thanks to new types of expansion slots, 
such as MXM (Mobile PCI Express 
Module). Faster ExpressCard slots are 
phasing out PC Card/PCMCIA (Per- 
sonal Computer Memory Card Inter- 
national Association) bays. You can 
even buy a build- it-yourself laptop kit 
from Asus and other manufacturers. 

All in all, it's a great time to look 
into buying a new notebook. Turn the 
page, and get ready to go mobile. II 

by Marty Sems 




THE LAP OF LUXURY 
Buying A Laptop: A Primer 



LAPTOPS FOR 
POWER USERS 

A Look At Today's Most 
Powerful Notebooks 





LAPTOPS FOR THE 
REST OF US 

Choose A Laptop That Suits 
Your Lifestyle 



LAPTOP GOTCHAS 

Help Avoid Portable Pitfalls 
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hat makes buying a lap- 
top different from buying 
any other computer? For one 
thing, laptops need to be portable. 
Size, shape, and weight matter much 
more than they do for desktop towers. 
Laptops are also mostly self-contained 
and thus not as easy to upgrade. Being 
"future-proof and containing the 
right components straight out of the 
box are more important in this cir- 
cumstance. Finally, you won't find 
some of the most popular and reliable 
laptop brands in big box retail stores; 
many models from leading manufac- 
turers are only available online. 

Keeping in mind those three special 
considerations — portability, upgrade- 
ability, and availability — we'll discuss 
the most important and common 
laptop options, by category. We'll also 
help you make sense of your pro- 
cessor choices, which differ in impor- 
tant ways from desktop options. In 
the end, you'll know exactly what 
you're looking for when shopping for 
a new laptop. 



System Resources 

Two core components — the CPU 
and RAM — exemplify the unique as- 
pects of laptop computing. Faster and 
more powerful processors consume 
more energy. Higher energy consump- 
tion drains batteries and generates 
heat. Portability suffers without rea- 
sonable battery life and safe operating 



temperatures. Processor manufac- 
turers offer models developed specifi- 
cally for mobile computing (our 
"Mobile CPUs" sidebar describes 
them), but the technology invariably 
requires trade-offs between processing 
power and energy usage. The right bal- 
ance for your system depends on how 
you prioritize system speed and power 
vs. portability. If you do most of your 
computing at a home or office and 
focus on multimedia work with only 
occasional forays into battery use, you 
can get a bigger laptop with a more 
powerful CPU. On the other hand, if 
you travel often and work mainly on 
office applications, Internet browsing, 
and email, you can sacrifice power in 
order to reduce the machine's size, 
weight, and energy demands. 

System memory is one of the most 
important specifications for any 
system, and one of the most consis- 
tently undervalued. This holds espe- 
cially true for laptops, in which 
upgrades can be much more limited 
when compared to upgrading mem- 
ory in desktops. The rule of "more is 
always better" applies most dramati- 
cally here. Bargain models often 
try to save costs by shorting sys- 
tem memory, but there is simply no 
reason to consider buying any new 
computer (desktop or laptop) with 
less than 1GB of memory. It's worth 
making other trade-offs to get 2GB, 
but make 1GB the bare minimum 
you'll consider. 



Power Management 

The main purpose for most laptops' 
trade-off of processing power for en- 
ergy conservation is to extend battery 
life. If you're buying a laptop, you 
must be seeking at least some level of 
portability. If none of your various 
computing locations will require sepa- 
ration from a power outlet, you can 
minimize the importance of battery 
life. But many users want to work un- 
tethered for extended periods and so 
should consider how long their bat- 
teries will allow such flexibility. 

CPU speed affects battery life, as we 
discussed, but it's not the only factor. 
Display size and settings (and whether 
you're viewing Words docs or HD 
[high-definition] movies) matter a 
great deal. Wi-Fi and Bluetooth net- 
working affect battery performance, 
as well. In addition, some manufac- 
turers simply build or bundle better 
batteries and have more energy- effi- 
cient hardware components. Battery 
life specifications published in sales 
materials aren't always reliable, but 
you can only judge with the informa- 
tion you have. Use a two-hour battery 
life as a bare minimum expectation, 
and if you're a road warrior, look for 
a model that claims four hours or 
more. In addition, use Windows' set- 
tings to optimize your laptop for each 
scenario. In Windows XP, click Start, 
Control Panel, and Power Options to 
find these settings. 
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If you plan to take the laptop on 
long trips, consider battery size. Few 
additions weigh down a laptop bag 
more than a couple spare batteries. 
Also, think about how easy batteries 
are to replace in certain scenarios. For 
example, if you need to work during 
long flights, a fast and convenient way 
to swap batteries on the fly will make 
life a lot easier. 

Storage 

The basic rule for memory also 
holds true for hard drive capacity: 
More is better. Even today's smaller 
hard drives (60 to 80GB) appear to 
be large, but applications' appetites 
for storage increase right along with 

Processor type and speed: 



Screen size: 

□ 12-inch or less 
□13- to 14-inch 
□15-inch 
□17-inch or more 

System memory: 

□ 1GB □ 2GB 

Hard drive: 

□ 40GB or less 

□ 60GB 

□ 80GB 

□ 120GB or more 

Optical drive: 

□ DVD-ROM 

□ CD/DVD recorder 

□ Dual-layer DVD 

Wireless standards: 

□ 802.11b 

□ 802.1 1g 

□ 802.1 1n 

□ Bluetooth 

Comfortable keyboard? 

□ Yes □ No 
Comfortable touchpad? 

□ Yes □ No 



drive sizes. Unfortunately, dramatic 
improvements in hard drive capacity 
require size increases and more elec- 
tricity. Even if you can't benefit from 
the latest explosion of massive drives, 
any laptop worth its salt should offer at 
least 80GB. If you're storing lots of 
music or video, try to get something 
over 120GB, keeping in mind the size, 
weight, and battery trade-offs you'll 
have to make. 

External and portable storage op- 
tions ease laptops' storage limitations 
somewhat. Consider adding an ex- 
ternal hard drive to your purchase, 
which you can connect only when 
needed. Portable 80GB models are 
easy to carry around, while large, 
book-sized models can hold 200GB or 
more at your primary computing lo- 
cation. Both (and many other models) 
connect via the fast USB 2.0 standard 
built into most new laptops. Some 
connect via FireWire (also called IEEE 
1394 or iLink), so make sure to match 
your external drives' connectors with 
your laptop's inputs. 

Your final storage consideration 
should be your optical drives. Almost 
all notebooks include drives that can 
play DVDs, and drives that can record 
both CDs and DVDs are quickly be- 
coming standard. If you need to record 
or back up large amounts of data regu- 
larly, look for a dual-layer DVD re- 
corder. You'll pay a little extra for the 
high-end optical drive (up to $50), but 
the extra storage capacity will be worth 
it. Be careful about committing to a 
computer with an external DVD or CD 
drive. If you ever travel with a com- 
puter, you won't want to haul around 
the external drive just to install a pro- 
gram or listen to music. Even users to- 
tally devoted to small and light models 
can find slot-loading optical drives that 
don't sacrifice size or weight. 

Networking 

Wireless networking is part of mo- 
bile computing's joy. Some models 
still don't integrate Wi-Fi, and there 
is probably no reason you should 
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Balancing battery power with processing 
power is one of your laptop's primary 
priorities. Use Windows' settings to 
optimize your laptop for each scenario. 



consider them. Adding wireless later 
means purchasing, configuring, and 
keeping track of a separate device 
(usually a PC card or USB adapter) 
that you have to plug in and start up 
before connecting. Unless you're ab- 
solutely certain you'll never have any 
need or desire to get online anywhere 
but right next to your network router 
or phone, automatically cross any- 
thing without built-in wireless off 
your list. At a minimum, look for 
802.11b support, though at this point 
it's reasonable to expect 802.1 lg com- 
patibility, as well. The new 802.1 In 
standard hasn't yet been finalized, 
so wireless components from differ- 
ent manufacturers don't always co- 
operate. Don't pay extra for 802.1 In 
unless you know it will work with 
your wireless network equipment. 

Bluetooth isn't used as pervasively 
as Wi-Fi is, but it can come in handy 
for wireless syncing if you have a 
Bluetooth-enabled phone, PDA (per- 
sonal digital assistant), or headphones. 
While Bluetooth isn't standard equip- 
ment on most notebooks, adding 
Bluetooth is as simple as inserting a 
USB key. But if you have the opportu- 
nity to add built-in Bluetooth for a 
small fee (sometimes as little as $5 or 
$10), you'll save the hassle of carrying 
around yet another accessory. 
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Video & Audio 

When you're in the market for 
a laptop, multimedia and graphics ca- 
pabilities shouldn't be your top priori- 
ties, unless you plan to run taxing 
graphics and video -editing programs. 
Though some laptops are fully capable 
of showing widescreen HD video and 
connecting to surround- sound speaker 
systems, the genre's tendency toward 
smaller displays and underpowered 
processors should limit your expecta- 
tions. If you want a real video and 
audio powerhouse, explore desktop 
Media Center PCs. That's not to say 
that you can't get good video and audio 
from a laptop, however. 

If you plan to watch DVDs or high- 
definition downloads, look for a 
widescreen display. Traditional laptop 
screens have 4:3 aspect ratios (four 
units wide to three units high). To get 
the most of widescreen video content, 
get a screen that has a 16:9 aspect ratio 
and is at least 15 inches. If you're at- 
taching video devices to your laptop, 
pay attention to the inputs and outputs 
available with each model. Fire Wire is 
the best way to transfer video, though 
USB 2.0 works well, too. 

There's not a lot to say about lap- 
top audio, unless you want to connect 
to an external speaker system at 
home. Multichannel outputs may be 
important in that case; otherwise, a 
simple headphone jack will suffice for 
audio output. There is very little to 
differentiate the speakers built into 
most laptops. Intelligible sound with 
a decent volume and minimal distor- 
tion is about all you can hope for 
from most models' built-in speakers. 



Shopping Tips 

We briefly mentioned the avail- 
ability of certain laptop brands in 
our introduction. You should cer- 
tainly browse the models available at 
your favorite local computer store or 
big box retailer. But you should also 
check out the deals available di- 
rect from manufacturers, such as 
Dell (www.dell.com), Lenovo (www 
.lenovo.com), and Apple (www.ap 
ple.com). Each offers highly re- 
garded and competitively priced 
laptop models that sometimes aren't 
available in stores. Reputable online 
stores such as Newegg (www. new 
egg.com) or Overstock (www.over 
stock.com) also have good deals, of- 
ten on closeout models (new com- 
puters with middle- to upper-level 
specifications that have been re- 
cently replaced by new models). Pay 
attention to shipping and handling 
costs, which can quickly eat up any 
online savings if you're not careful, 
but you may find better bargains 
on better machines online than in 
the stores. 

When planning your budget, 
expect to spend slightly more for 
a quality laptop than you'd spend 
for a comparable desktop model. 
Laptop components are smaller and 
more specialized and thus more 
expensive. By knowing exactly what 
you want and knowing where to 
find the best deals, you'll be sure 
to get the best value for your mon- 
ey and exactly the right laptop for 
your needs. II 

by Gregory Anderson 





Laptop processors are very dif- 
ferent from their desktop cous- 
ins. Desktop CPUs are all about 
speed and throughput — how many 
instructions can you process and 
how quickly? Energy use and massive 
heatsinks are simply considerations 
in designing cases. Laptops, however, 
have to recognize a different set of 
priorities: Size matters, heat matters, 
and energy use matters most of all. 

Recognizing those differences, chip 
manufacturers created CPUs specifi- 
cally designed to squeeze out every 
drop of size savings and power effi- 
ciency. When shopping for a new 
laptop, you'll see these CPU brands 
all over the place. It helps to know 
what you're looking at. 

Intel Celeron M: Intel's budget 
model; used primarily in "value" 
laptop models 

Intel Core Duo: Intel's mobile dual- 
core CPU, processing two sets of in- 
structions at once; this is a midlevel 
option for those who want a perfor- 
mance boost without paying cutting- 
edge prices 

Intel Core 2 Duo: A dual-core pro- 
cessor that also supports 64-bit com- 
puting only necessary for advanced 
operating systems and applications 

AMD Sempron: AMD's budget 
model; seen mostly in bargain base- 
ment models where price trumps 
both size and power 

AMD Turion 64 X2: A powerful, 64- 
bit dual-core desktop-replacement 
chip that provides all the processing 
power you'll want at the cost of 
overall battery life 



Adding an external hard drive, such as this 

Western Digital Passport ($149.99 for 160GB; 

www.westerndigital.com), to your laptop 

purchase can greatly increase your day-to-day 

storage without hindering your system's portability. 
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As a subscriber, you can find numerous articles to help 
you with all of your computing questions at Smart - 
Computing.com. You'll find articles on how to install print- 
ers, how to troubleshoot your operating system, and much 
more. With more than 20,000 articles and 300 issues online, 
our publications cover almost every computing situation. 
Finding answers to questions and solving problems is easy to 
do at SmartComputing.com. We'll show you how to store all 
of this great information. 

The My Personal Library feature gives you the oppor- 
tunity to save articles, Daily Tips, Q&A posts, and Tech 
Support listings that interest you in one convenient loca- 
tion. You can customize folders and information so you 
can find your favorite articles quickly and easily. It 
doesn't take up any space on your PC, so store as much 
as you like. Content in My Personal Library stays active 
as long as your subscription is current. With such a pow- 
erful feature, you will never have to flip through back is- 



sues again 



Make the most of the My Personal Library feature with 
these tips: 

1. Name your folders accurately. Try to avoid names like 
"Cool Stuff." Using more specific descriptions will help you 
find your information more quickly. 

2 Add a note. This will help you remember why you stored 
the article in the first place. 

3. Reorganize at any time. Click the Edit/Reorganize My 
Library link and you can delete articles or folders, add 
folders, and more, all with just a few keystrokes. 
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If you come across a computing term you 
don't understand, help is just a few clicks 
away. Visit SmartComputing.com and type 
the term in the Dictionary & Encyclopedia 
search field on the left side of the page. If 
it's not there, let us know, and we'll add the 
term. Other readers will likely be interested 
in a definition, as well. 



Microsoft's new OS 
(operating system) is 
on many readers' 
minds. Whether you have a specific question about Vista or 
simply want to find out what other subscribers think of it, visit 
the Smart Computing Q&A board today. A recent search revealed 
over 100 posts regarding the OS. 



From Smart Computing's Dictionary 



spam 



As a noun, unsolici 
newsgroup postings sent to large numbers of newsgroups. As a 
verb, to send copies of the same types of messages. Advertisers 
often spam recipients intending to market products, Web sites, 
or commentary. The beneficiary often considers spam as junk 
mail, and it is considered poor form to send it. A person or emai 
address that receives many unwanted messages is said to have 
been "spammed." 





Scroll down to 
the SmartComput- 
ing.com Daily section 
on our home page 
for our Daily Tips. 
We offer advice on 
everything from cus- 
tomizing Vista to 
capturing the perfect 
shot with your digi- 
tal camera. 
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/ y y ower users push their com- 
puters to the limits. They at- 
tempt to edit video while emailing 
Uncle Joe, checking their investments, 
writing a blog entry, listening to their 
favorite music, and more. These users 
demand every ounce of power that a 
computer can provide. If you're such 
a user, then you know that the power 
that you demand often conflicts with 
the portability you desire. At least, 
this was true in the past. 

Although laptops of the not-so- 
distant past often lagged behind desk- 
top models in terms of power, today s 
models can provide just as much speed 
and computing functionality as desk- 
tops. In fact, some notebooks offer 
even greater power than an average 
desktop. Of course, you'll still pay 
more for the combination of power 
and mobility, but sometimes, it's worth 
it. Depending on your uses for a mo- 
bile computing powerhouse, there are 
different laptop features and models 
you may want to consider. 

For The Power Multimedia User 

Multimedia users require a large, 
high- resolution screen; the ability to 
read different types of media; and 
power to run taxing graphics and 
video-editing programs. If you're such 
a user, check out Toshiba's Qosmio 
G45-AV680 ($2,999.99; www.toshiba 
direct.com). This notebook's 17-inch 
Ultimate TruBrite widescreen display 



supports 1080p HD (high definition) 
with a resolution of 1,920 x 1,200. It 
also has a built-in HD tuner, HDMI 
(High-Definition Multimedia Inter- 
face) connector, and HD DVD-R/DVD 
SuperMulti drive to give you plenty of 
entertainment options. To comple- 
ment the HD video capabilities, you 
can listen to music and movies on the 
Harman Kardon Bass Reflex speakers 
and subwoofer. For security, this note- 
book has a built-in fingerprint reader 
to help you secure your files while still 
providing easy access. Rounding out 
the list of available features, the 
Qosmio G45-AV680 offers Nvidia's 
new GeForce 8600M GT graphics card, 
an Intel Centrino Duo processor, dual 
160GB hard drives, and 1GB of Intel 
Turbo Memory. 

The Asus Lamborghini VX2S 
($2,699; usa.asus.com) has the sensa- 
tional looks of a Lamborghini with all 
of the power you'd expect from a note- 
book with such a name. This laptop 
comes in the signature colors of 




Toshiba's Qosmio 

G45-AV680 provides 

the ultimate power 

for multimedia users 

who like to travel. 



Lamborghini yellow and black. It has a 
leather-bound palm rest, a wheel- 
rimmed accent to cover the fan lid, and 
a metallic keyboard. The Lamborghini 
VX2S comes with 2GB of DDR2 
(double data rate 2) RAM, an Intel 
Core 2 Duo processor, Nvidia GeForce 
8600 GT graphics card, and a high-end 
Web cam. 

For The Power Gamer 

Most gamers will tell you a com- 
puter's graphics capabilities are one of 
the most important features. That's 
not to say that processing speed, 
memory, and storage capacity can lag 
behind, however. If you are looking 
for a portable machine to take to 
LAN (local- area network) parties or a 
winter vacation home, concentrate on 
a notebook's graphics card, memory, 
and processing power. Because you'll 
be near a power outlet most of the 
time and because you'll be focusing 
on other features, you can let battery 
life slide a bit. Check out 
the Alienware Area-51 
m9750 (starts at $1,799; 
www.alienware.com). 
This notebook offers 
Nvidia SLI (Scalable 
Link Interface) technol- 
ogy, which allows two 
video cards to increase 
your computer's graphic 
horsepower. The Area- 
51 m9750 also features 
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up to 4GB of dual-channel DDR2 
RAM, a 17-inch widescreen display, 
up to two hard drives, and an Intel 
Core 2 Duo processor. 

Another strong contender for a mo- 
bile gaming notebook is the VoodooPC 
envy H:201 (starting at $5,279.87; www 
.voodoopc.com), which boasts a 20- 
inch LCD widescreen display. This 
16-pound beast is a true desktop re- 
placement with plenty of features for 
the extreme gamer. Along with its mas- 
sive display, the envy H:201 comes with 
wireless and Bluetooth connectivity 
and an integrated 1.3MP (megapixel) 
video camera. This powerhouse uses 
an AMD 64-bit Turion processor. 



Portable gamers will 
appreciate the large 
display found in the 
AlienwareArea-51 
m9750 powerhouse. 




Standard configuration includes 1GB 
of DDR2 RAM, a 100GB Seagate hard 
drive, and an Nvidia GeForce 7800 
GTX graphics card. 

For The Power Traveler 

Frequent travelers want lots of power 
on the road but don't want to lug 
around a heavyweight laptop. These 
users require lots of battery life with 
zippy processing power. There are a 
number of powerful laptops for on-the- 
go computer users. For instance, the 
ThinkPad X61 with Mobile Broadband 
(starts at $1,589; www.lenovo.com) is 
an ultra-portable notebook that weighs 
as little as 3.11 pounds and offers 
approximately 11 hours of battery 
life. Because this notebook has mo- 
bile broadband connectivity capa- 
bilities, you'll never have to worry 
about finding a nearby hotspot (as- 
suming you have a corresponding 
Verizon Wireless data plan). The 
ThinkPad X61 offers iron-clad se- 
curity with its optional fingerprint 
reader and Client Security Solution 



to help manage passwords and encryp- 
tion keys. 

Fujitsu's LifeBook U810 Mini-Note- 
book (starting at $999; www.fujitsu 
.com/us) is another powerful, ultra- 
portable notebook. This notebook's 
screen is able to twist and convert into a 
tablet PC. Perhaps most impressive is 
the fact that this notebook weighs only 
1.56 pounds, yet still offers up to five 
and a half hours of computing time. 
Used in regular notebook mode, the 
LifeBook U810 has a slim QWERTY 
keyboard. When used in tablet PC 
mode, the LifeBook U810's touchscreen 
responds to finger or pen input. 

Rev Up The Power 

Regardless of your uses for a laptop, 
there are a number of powerhouse op- 
tions from which to choose. Today's 
beefy models may cost a bit more than 
a desktop with equal specs, but at least 
you don't have to give up power for 
mobility's sake. II 

by Jennifer Johnson 



Hardened 
Laptops 




If rough and tough are two 
words that your friends use to 
describe you, a ruggedized, or 
hardened, laptop is definitely 
worth considering. These lap- 
tops can resist drops, shocks, 
spills, and other accidents. 
What's even better, you don't 
have to choose between added 
durability and computing 
power; you can have both. 

The customizable Systemax 
Assault (starts at $999.99; www 
.systemaxpc.com) sports a mag- 
nesium alloy case with an anti- 
shock design and spill-resistant 
keyboard, touchpad, and but- 
tons to withstand life's little 
accidents. Plus, this notebook of- 
fers the power you need to work 
or play on the go with its 14.1- 
inch display and numerous fea- 
tures. The Assault comes with 
various versions of Windows XP 



or Windows Vista. You can also 
select up to 4GB of PC5300 DDR2 
667MHz dual-channel RAM (for 
$250), and you can choose an 
Intel Core 2 Duo T7600 2.33GHz 
processor (for $540). The Assault 
base model comes with a 60GB 
hard drive, but you can up that 
to a maximum of 250GB for $180 
if you need additional storage 
space. Although rugged, this 
notebook is still portable, weigh- 
ing about 5.73 pounds. 

Extreme mobile users will 
also like the General Dynamics 



outdoor-viewable touchscreen 
with DynaVue technology. Dy- 
naVue increases outdoor visibil- 
ity through contrast ratio, and it 
doesn't add a lot of drain to your 
battery life or processing speed. 
For nighttime use, the GoBook 
VR-2 has integrated dual-task 
lights and a sensor-controlled 
brightness display. Standard fea- 
tures for the GoBook VR-2 in- 
clude an Intel 2GHz T7300 Core 2 
Duo Processor, 80GB removable 
hard drive, and 512MB of RAM. 
You can upgrade many of these 



These laptops can resist drops, shocks, spills, and other accidents. 



GoBook VR-2 (starts at $2,985; 
www.gd-itronix.com). This note- 
book can survive against tem- 
perature changes, vibration, 
dust ingress, altitude, humidity, 
drops, and spills. It has a 13.3-inch 



specs and add other customized 
options such as wireless broad- 
band connectivity, GPS (global 
positioning system) capabilities, a 
fingerprint reader, optical drive, 
and more. I 
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ou don't need to edit 
movies, lay out magazines, 

or design blueprints. You don't 
need to calculate and chart the 
bonding of atomic particles, run a 
business, or anything of the sort. All 
you want to do is write papers, 
browse the Internet, and listen to 
some music, or perhaps stream a 
movie every now and then or burn a 
CD of your favorite band. Like many 
computer users, you just want a good 
laptop that does the basics. 

In the not-too-distant past, your 
computing options essentially consisted 
of a stationary desktop computer or an 
underpowered, overpriced laptop. 
Those laptops always looked so good, 
but how many of us could stomach 
paying all that money for a computer 
that did so much less than a desktop? 

Fortunately, times have changed. 
While laptops still cost more than the 
average desktop, the price gap is closing 
fast and hard, and the level of perfor- 
mance you can get from a decent note- 
book now rivals many desktops. 

Expandability has always been, and 
still is, a major issue with laptops. 
While it is relatively easy to replace 
older parts on a desktop or expand its 
performance, laptops are more or less 
landlocked into the shell they come 
in. If the screen is too small, for ex- 
ample, you can't just buy a new one; 
generally, the whole computer has to 
be replaced or else you have to learn 
to live with an inadequate screen size. 



Yet there are many ways to expand 
the performance and usability of a 
laptop. For example, if the hard drive 
space becomes too crowded, an easy 
solution is to purchase an external hard 
drive to store the excess files. RAM is 
also easily updateable on a notebook, 
although the RAM sockets do have a 
limit on how much you can add. With 
PCI (Peripheral Component Intercon- 
nect) or PCI-E (PCI Express) slots, 
many nonstandard features and appli- 
cations can be enabled. 

Bare Essentials 

There are some baseline vitals you 
want to have in any laptop, and they 
concern hard drive space, processing 
speed, and longevity. Unless you are 
storing a lot of video clips or a particu- 
larly enormous music collection on 
your hard drive, 80GB of space should 
be sufficient. If you're going to be 
storing a lot of video or music files, you 
should upgrade to a 120GB hard drive 
or invest in an external hard drive that 
can house your media library. 

Processing speed has to do with 
how fast your processor is and how 
quickly your computer can access 
information. A 1.7GHz or faster 
processor will be fine, and make 
sure you have at least 1GB of RAM, 
although 2GB is not a bad idea if 
you want to keep this machine run- 
ning smoothly and quickly for a few 
more years. 



The idea of longevity of a computer 
is a little tougher to nail down. Who 
can say how long any technology will 
be relevant? In the foreseeable future, 
in any case, there are a few compo- 
nents of a good computer that should 
be around for a while. 

USB ports are the de facto standard 
for connecting most peripherals to 
home computers, so you'll want to 
make sure you have two or three USB 
ports on your laptop. An Ethernet port 
is essential for networking PCs, and if 
you want a truly mobile system, make 
sure wireless connectivity is built into 
the notebook. Manufacturers are pro- 
ducing most new notebooks with inte- 
grated wireless features, but systems 
that don't have this capability can still 
use external wireless access cards. 

If you do not have at least one 
FireWire port, there may be some pe- 
ripherals that either will not run on 
your computer or will run slower 
than is optimal via a USB connection. 
Problems like this can often be solved 
by purchasing a PCI or PCI-E card. 
It's worth noting that the former is 
generally being phased out in favor of 
the latter, so if you have a choice, get 
a PCI-E card slot on your laptop. 

There Are Options 

Outside of those essential compo- 
nents, there are many considerations 
that must be made by each individual 
computer user, such as screen size, 
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weight of the laptop, and what you 
want in an optical drive. If you desire 
a larger screen (15.4 to 17 inches) to 
watch movies or to see multiple appli- 
cations running simultaneously, then 
get it. Otherwise, don't spend the 
money and settle for a smaller screen, 
more on the order of 12 to 14 inches. 

The same principle applies to the 
size and weight of the computer itself; 
you can find plenty of laptops under 5 
pounds, but they tend to cost more 
than their slightly heftier counterparts 
that weigh up to 8 or 9 pounds. If 
portability is your top criteria, by all 
means, spend the money on a feather- 
weight computer. 

If you see yourself burning DVDs 
in the near future, spring for an op- 
tical drive that can do it, but most 
people will be content with a CD 
burner/DVD-ROM combo. 

In regard to warranties and optional 
items, which many manufacturers like 
to throw in as you are customizing your 
order, add those products and services 
that will serve your needs best. You may 
decide you don't want any at all. 

A Few Recommendations 

We went shopping and priced 
some computers that will adequately 
serve the average laptop user. We've 
listed four models and some of their 
key components and features; all offer 
additional configurations on the com- 
panies' Web sites. 

Apple MacBook 

$1,099 as configured; www.apple.com 

Mac OS Xv1 0.4 Tiger 

2GHz Intel Core 2 Duo 

1GB RAM 

80GB hard drive 

133-inch glossy widescreen display 

24X DVD-ROM/CD-RW optical drive 

AirPort Extreme wireless card 

FireWire 400 port and two USB 2.0 ports 

Yes, it's expensive, but it will last 
you for years. Macs are 
well-engineered 
and sturdy, with 
parts made from 



high-quality materials. And the cache of 
these iiber-cool machines is irresistible. 
Note that this price does not include a 
Microsoft Office suite, nor does it in- 
clude a warranty. Combined, these will 
add several hundred dollars to the cost 
of this laptop. 

Dell Inspiron 1501 

$723 as configured; www.dell.com 

Windows Vista Home Basic 

Microsoft Office Home and Student 2007 

1.8GHz Mobile AMD Sempron 3600+ 

1GB RAM 

80GB hard drive 

15.4-inch widescreen XGA (Extended 

Graphics Array) display 

24X CD Burner/DVD combo drive 

Dell Wireless 1390 802.1 1g mini card 

Although most computer manufac- 
turers let you customize your com- 
puter to a certain degree before you 
buy it, Dell offers an unbelievable va- 
riety of choices, which is a terrific fea- 
ture of the purchasing process. This 
laptop is a very nice bargain for a gen- 
eral-use computer user, although some 
people may prefer to upgrade Vista 
Home Basic to Vista Home Premium. 

Toshiba Tecra A9-ST9002 

$1,588 as configured; www.toshiba.com 

Windows Vista Ultimate 

Microsoft Office Basic 2007 

1.8GHz Intel Core 2 Duo T7100 

1GB RAM 

80GB hard drive 

1 5.4-inch widescreen XGA display 

DVD SuperMuIti (±R double-layer drive) 

802.1 1a/g/n wireless card 





Toshiba Tecra A9-ST9002 

The Tecra A9-ST9002 is another 
high-quality notebook from Toshiba. 
True, you can get less expensive 
Toshiba systems, but we were able to 
customize this one to suit our needs 
perfectly instead of settling for a 
laptop that perhaps was insufficient 
in certain areas and overkill in 
others. 

Compaq Presario C700T Series 
$574.99 as configured; www.hp.com 

Windows Vista Home Premium 
1.46GHz Intel Pentium dual-core T2310 
1GB RAM 
80GB hard drive 

15.4-inch WXGA (Wide XGA) high-defini- 
tion HP BrightView widescreen display 
SuperMuIti 8X DVD±R/RW with double- 
layer support 
802.1 1b/g wireless card 

This is the least expensive laptop 
we looked at, but you still get many 
nice features for only $574.99. Bear 
in mind that this configuration does 
not include Microsoft Office soft- 
ware, or warranties, which will both 
cost extra. 

The Bottom Line 

The laptop that suits your lifestyle 
most is the one you should buy — just 
beware of features that you do not need 
or want, as well as those that are insuf- 
ficient for your computer use. II 

by Seth Colaner 



Apple MacBook (Image courtesy of Apple) 
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////// hen you consider that 
/ / / / // many affordable laptops of- 
fer performance and features 
comparable to desktop computers, 
you may wonder why desktops are 
still so widely used. Portability aside, 
laptops do have flaws, such as battery 
problems and limited upgrade po- 
tential, which you should mull over 
before you decide to invest. We'll 
give you a rundown of the laptop- 
specific issues that could influence 
your decision and provide tips on 
how to avoid some common prob- 
lems laptop users may experience. 

Power-Hungry 

Most laptops have a battery life of 
less than four hours, and unless you 
plan on using a laptop in a fixed loca- 
tion with an AC outlet, such as your 
home or office, battery life can be a big 
concern. To maximize battery perfor- 
mance, some laptops feature a mobile 
processor, which is a type of processor 
that saves battery life by using a lower 
operating voltage and producing less 
heat than a traditional desktop pro- 
cessor. (To learn more about mobile 
processors, see the "Mobile CPUs" 
sidebar in "Buying A Laptop: A 
Primer" on page 46.) Laptop batteries 
also run down faster when you 
operate a processor-in- 
tensive program, watch a 
DVD, or power the wire- 
less network radio on 



your laptop. To extend battery life, 
avoid running nonessential functions 
and lower the laptop's display bright- 
ness. Alternatively, you can purchase a 
second notebook battery or an external 
battery to give you a few extra hours of 
productivity when you're away from 
AC outlets. 

Another problem is that the chem- 
ical process of recharging causes a 
laptop battery to hold less capacity 
after a given number of charge/dis- 
charge cycles. One cycle is the use of 
100% of the battery capacity, which 
could be the result of several partial 
discharges/charges or a single full dis- 
charge/charge of the battery. Modern 
laptops use Li-Ion (lithium-ion) bat- 
teries that are expected to carry the 
full capacity for between 300 and 500 
cycles. After 300 cycles, a Li-Ion bat- 
tery typically holds only 80% of the 
battery's original capacity, and after 
600 cycles, the battery generally needs 
to be replaced. To extend the working 
life of your battery, reduce the num- 
ber of charge cycles by connecting the 
laptop to AC power when- 
ever possible. 




Limited Space Drawbacks 



To fit all the components inside a 
laptop, manufacturers tightly pack the 
hardware inside the case, which leaves 
little room for heat to dissipate. Exces- 
sive heat can shorten the life span of in- 
ternal hardware. For this reason, never 
block the intake and exhaust ports on 
your laptop (the laptop's manual will 
indicate where the vents are located). 

The cramped design also limits your 
ability to upgrade the laptop's hard- 
ware. Let's say you want to add hard 
drive space. Unlike a desktop system, 
most laptops don't include a bay for a 
second hard drive, so you'll need to re- 
place the hard drive with a larger- 
capacity model and reinstall your oper- 
ating system and software. If you need 
more storage, it may be easier to carry a 
portable hard drive that can also serve 
to back up your laptop's data. In some 
cases, such as if the laptop features in- 
tegrated video, you may not be able to 
upgrade certain components. 

Memory is one of the easier laptop 
components to upgrade. However, 
most notebooks limit the total amount 
of memory you can install and only 
offer two memory slots (compared to 
the three or four slots in a desktop 
system). If both memory slots are filled 
and you want to upgrade, you'll need 



Overtime, laptop batteries hold less of a charge and will 
eventually need to be replaced. Li-Ion (lithium-ion) batteries 
generally last around 600 charge/discharge cycles. 
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to remove one of the 
modules and install a 
higher- capacity mod- 
ule in its place. 

Security 

Portability is a distinct disadvantage 
when it comes to theft prevention. It's 
easy for someone to grab an unattended 
laptop, so a laptop lock is an essential 
item. A laptop lock attaches to the VGA 
(Video Graphics Array) port, serial 
port, or security slot on your laptop and 
features a cable that you can wrap 
around an immobile object. 

Besides the loss of your laptop, 
there's a possibility a thief could use 
the confidential information on your 
laptop to steal your identity. Some lap- 
tops offer an added layer of data pro- 
tection with a built-in biometric 
fingerprint reader, which lets you 



In conjunction with a wireless data service plan, you can connect a 

mobile broadband card, such as this Merlin S720 card ($249.99; 

www.sprint.com) for Sprint's network, to your laptop and access 

the Internet anywhere in the cellular coverage area. 




in certain scenarios for an extended pe- 
riod of time. For example, most laptop 
screens measure between 12.1 and 15.1 
inches diagonally. Small screens make 
the laptops good for travel, but if you 
work with high-resolution images, play 
games, or watch DVDs, the size of the 
display may be inadequate. Some note- 
books come with 17-, 19-, or 20-inch 
screens, but these models are often more 
luggable than portable. 

Additionally, the keys on some lap- 
tops are smaller or closer together than 
the keys on a traditional keyboard. If 
you're a touch typist, the smaller keys 
can reduce your accuracy and slow 
your typing speed. You may also have 
difficulties adjusting to the trackpad for 

Depending on how you plan to use your laptop, some features or 
performance issues may be more critical than others. 



require a valid fingerprint swipe to 
access individual folders or to auto- 
matically log in to a Web site. If your 
laptop doesn't include a fingerprint 
reader, you can purchase a third-party 
fingerprint reader that attaches to the 
USB port on your laptop. 

The Comforts Of Home 

Although laptops include a keyboard, 
a trackpad, and a screen, some of the 
built-in options may be difficult to use 




mouse movements. If you prefer the 
feel of a traditional desktop keyboard 
and mouse, invest in or borrow the 
keyboard and mouse from a desktop 
system for use while on the road. 

Shock Damage 

The idea of using a laptop anywhere 
is certainly appealing, but like most 
electronics, laptops are meant to be 
used inside and treated with care. The 
most expensive hardware on a laptop is 
the LCD, and unfortunately, 
the screen is also the most 
fragile component. For dura- 
bility, look for a casing that 
features a tough outer shell 
that helps protect the display. 
If the LCD gets cracked, it 



When you use your laptop in a public 
place, we suggest you attach a 
laptop lock, such as this Kensington 
MicroSaver Alarmed Lock 
($54.99; www.kensington.com). 



may cost more to replace the screen 
than the laptop is worth. You'll also 
want to avoid jostling the laptop be- 
cause you can hurt the hard drive and 
other interior parts. Some laptops fea- 
ture a shock mount, which is housing 
mounted inside the laptop with shock- 
absorbing material that protects the 
hard drive from shock and vibration. 

Anywhere Internet Access 

Even if your laptop features a 
modem, Ethernet port, and built-in 
Wi-Fi, you may have difficulty ac- 
cessing the Internet outside your 
home. Most public places don't offer a 
telephone jack or Ethernet port, and if 
you find a wireless hotspot, you may 
have to pay a fee for the service. If 
Internet access is critical to your pro- 
ductivity, it may be best to purchase a 
mobile broadband plan from a cell 
phone provider, such as Verizon, 
Cingular, or Sprint Nextel. To access 
mobile broadband, you'll also need a 
PC card (or a mobile phone that you 
can connect to your PC) that can re- 
ceive the mobile broadband signal 
from your provider. 

Weigh Your Options 

Depending on how you plan to use 
your laptop, some features or perfor- 
mance issues may be more critical 
than others. Certain weaknesses, such 
as short battery life, may not be an 
issue for someone who primarily uses 
a laptop at home or in the office. 
Alternatively, a laptop with a short 
battery life would be a major issue for 
someone who often works on the 
road. We suggest you identify which 
laptop-specific issues you'll need to 
watch for and choose a model that 
helps you avoid portable pitfalls. II 

by Nathan Lake 
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>esktop Computers 



jm f you're in the market for a new desktop computer this holiday 
"I season, you're facing a daunting task. Sifting through all the features 
Jl and specifications for every model made by all those companies can 
be quite cumbersome, especially when your computer has to meet your 
family's diverse needs. Fortunately, there are a few machines that stand 
out from the rest of the pack. 

by Tessa Warner Breneman 




HP TouchSmart 
IQ770 $1,799.99 

www.hp.com 

The HP TouchSmart is an all-in-one media hub that will 
help your family get organized. Its touch-enabled, 19-inch 
diagonal widescreen BrightView LCD allows you to take full 
advantage of Windows Vista Home Premium, including the 
Windows Aero user interface and Flip 3D. The HP Smart- 
Center presents easy access to your customizable page of 
favorite links and applications. Plus, HP SmartCalender 
gives you full control over your family's schedule, allowing 
you to leave personal messages as reminders. Keep track 
of your digital family photos through HP PhotoSmart 
Touch, which includes the ability to edit and print pic- 
tures. Storing lots of photos and other large files is no 
problem thanks to the 320GB hard drive. The IQ770 high- 
lights the Nvidia GeForce Go 7600 graphics card, and with 
the AMD Turion dual-core processor, using multiple appli- 
cations for work and play is a breeze. Plus, there's no need 
to clean out a large space for this PC— it fits into almost 
any nook with its all-in-one monitor and hardware system 
and wireless keyboard and mouse. 









eMachines T5234 $500 

www.emachines.com 

Whether you're looking to meet business or 
personal needs, the eMachines T5234 offers 
computing essentials at an affordable cost. 
The AMD dual-core processor provides for ex- 
cellent multitasking capabilities, so you can 
download music and edit digital photos simul- 
taneously without sacrificing processing speed. 
Windows Vista Home Premium is preinstalled, 
along with Microsoft productivity software, 
featuring tools to help you work more effi- 
ciently. The T5234's dual-channel memory 
and 320GB high-speed hard drive allow you 
to share large data files and downloads quick- 
er from your digital devices. You can also en- 
hance the playback of your audio and video 
clips with the Nvidia GeForce 6150SE integrat- 
ed graphics chip and the 6-channel (5.1) high- 
definition speakers. There are three different 
choices of monitors on the eMachines Web 
site that are all sold separately. 



Gateway GM5472 

$719.99 

www.gateway.com 



With the Gateway GM5472, you'll never miss your favorite TV 
show because you're busy at the computer. This PC features 
an HDTV (high-definition television) tuner, compatible with 
both analog (NTSC) and digital (ATSC) signals, allowing you 
to watch live TV on your PC (requires separate ATSC antenna 
for digital broadcasts). You can also record TV shows onto 
the 500GB 7,200rpm SATA II (Serial Advanced Technology 
Attachment) hard drive, which includes 16MB of cache 
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Falcon Northwest Mach V 

Starts at $2,543.11 

wwwialcon-nw.com 

Falcon has a great reputation for making great custom-built computers. This stunning machine is one 
of the most cutting-edge gaming PCs available, and with all of its options, there are few machines just 
alike. Choose whatever hardware best suits your price range. The Mach V features Nvidia's SLI (Scal- 
able Link Interface) technology, allowing dual graphics capability to increase your computer's graphic 
horsepower. It offers several of Intel's top picks for its processor, including one of the market's best, 
the Intel Core 2 Extreme quad-core QX6850. The Mach V also offers CPUs from the AMD Athlon 64 
family. The Mach V allows for up 8GB of memory and no less than 2GB. Choose to have up to four 
hard drives added, all with up to 1TB (terabyte). You can choose Windows XP Pro or any of the Vista 
operating systems, including the Vista Ultimate 64-bit edition. Regardless of what options you choose, 
the Falcon Northwest Mach V is sure to provide maximum speed, quality, and power. You can even 
customize the paint to get just the right look — no detail goes ignored while assembling these PCs. 




iAAac $1,199 to $2,299 

www.apple.com 

The slim, cutting-edge design of this computer 
might be the first thing that captures your atten- 
tion, but there is plenty of beauty on the inside, as 
well. In August, Apple released its latest version of 
the iMac, an all-in-one, high-powered computer 
that comes loaded with lots of useful applications. 
The iMac comes in three configurations— two 20- 
inch models and one 24-inch model. They all carry 
an Intel Core 2 Duo processor that allows for up to 
4GB of memory. All models include the SuperDrive, 
a feature that's ideal for burning CDs and DVDs. 
The built-in iSight camera is hardly noticeable as it 
blends into the exterior, and it can be used to video 
chat with loved ones living far away. The iLife appli- 
cation is included, combining several of Apple's best 
media features. For example, develop an electronic 
library of your digital photos using i Photo or create 
your own home movies with iMovie. Make copies of 
your home videos using iDVD or generate a custom 
slideshow by combining iDVD and GarageBand. Fi- 
nally, share these creations with friends and family 
using the .Mac Web Gallery. 



Stocking Stuffers 



Microsoft Expression Media 

www.microsoft.com 



$299.99 



Image courtesy of Apple 
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memory. The AMD Athlon 64 X2 5000+ dual-core processor with AMD 
Live! produces quality video, operating at 2.6GHz. The GM5472 presents 
2GB of DDR2 (double data rate 2) memory, expandable to 4GB. In addi- 
tion, it comes with Windows Vista Home Premium and a Vista Media 
Center remote control. You can watch DVDs and burn CDs and DVDs 
with the 16X DVD±R/RW dual-layer SuperMuIti optical drive. The 15-in- 
1 memory card reader transfers digital files from almost any device. The 
monitor, however, is sold separately. 



With Microsoft Expression 
Media, you can manage all dig- 
ital media using just one appli- 
cation, compatible with both 
Windows and Mac. Import 

more than 100 different media formats with the drag- 
and-drop function. Whether your files are stored on 
CDs/DVDs, hard drives, or in shared folders, Expres- 
sion Media will be able to locate them in seconds. 
Present your creations as slideshows, videos, or Web 
galleries using one of the professional design templates. 
Expression Media also generates high-quality, high-res- 
olution videos to share with friends and family. 



SonyVAIOTZ150N/B $2,199.99 

www.sonystyle.com 

This ultra-portable, ultra-chic notebook offers plenty 
of power and style. The TZ150N/B features an Intel 
Core 2 Duo processor, 1GB RAM, and 2MB of L2 
cache, and it's just 1.5 inches thick. Weighing a mere 
2.7lbs, the TZ150N/B allows for four to seven and a 
half hours of standard battery life. The 11.1 -inch 
widescreen display provides outstanding color and 
clarity, highlighting the 
XBRITE-HiColor LCD tech- 
nology. (For more informa- 
tion about laptops, see our 
"All About Laptops" feature 
package starting on 
page 44.) 
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'Printers & ^Peripherals 







A printer may not be the most whimsical gift, but it's 
an essential device for most any computer user. 
Whether the person on your holiday list needs to 
print high-quality documents, digital photos, charts and 
graphs, or even labels for CDs and DVDs, you'll find a printer 
in our list that's up to the task. And don't forget to check out 
our "Stocking Sniffers" sidebar for some helpful accessories. 

by Nathan Lake 



Lexmark Z1 420 $79.99 



www.lexmark.com 

Inkjet printers under $100 are common, but at $79.99, the 
Lexmark Z1420 includes a feature found primarily on high- 
priced models — built-in wireless 802.1 1 b/g network connec- 
tivity. Those who already have a wireless network at home can 
easily integrate the Z1420 using Lexmark's installation software. Besides easy sharing, built-in wire- 
less connectivity also gives you the freedom to place the Z1420 nearly anywhere in the house. For 
wireless security, the printer supports WEP (Wired Equivalent Privacy), WPA (Wi-Fi Protected 
Access), and WPA2 encryption. Lexmark sells a separate tri-color photo cartridge ($29.99) that 
can replace the black ink tank, effectively turning the Z1420 into a six-color photo printer. 






Brother HL-4040CN $399.99 

www.brother.com 

If you're looking for a high-performance printer the entire family or office 
can use, check out the Brother HL-4040CN. This color laser printer features 
built-in Ethernet connectivity, so everyone on the network can share the 
printer without using another computer as a server. There's also a USB port 
that lets users print files directly from their USB flash drive or PictBridge- 
enabled devices. The HL-4040CN delivers text and graphics with an output 
quality of 2,400 x 600dpi (dots per inch). It features a 21ppm (pages per 
minute) print speed in both color and monochrome. And with a 300-sheet 
capacity, your recipient won't often need to refill the paper in the printer. 








Epson Stylus Photo R280 $99.99 

www.epson.com 

Not all digital photo prints are created equal. Some inkjet printers 
produce prints that fade after being displayed for only a year. The 
Epson Stylus R280 uses Claria Hi-Definition inks to prevent fading. 
With six colors of ink, the photo buff in your life will love the vivid 
and vibrant results. Additionally, it uses an individual ink cartridge 
system, so your friend can replace a single cartridge instead of tossing 
out a multicolor tank that may have some ink remaining. The R280 
can also print directly onto printable CDs or DVDS, and it includes 
software to design custom labels. Another handy feature is the built- 
in photo correction controls for automatically adjusting images. 
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HP PhotoSmart A526 $99.99 

www.hp.com 

Photo printers allow you to print images from a digital camera, but 
with the HP PhotoSmart A526, the photographer in your life can also 
print photos on the go. At 5.4 x 8.9 x 4.6 
(HxWxD), the A526 resembles a small 
toaster but with a 2.4-inch LCD screen 
and a handle for carrying. For travel con- 
venience, the input and output trays fold 
and lock to the printer. The A526 includes 
support for several popular types of mem- 
ory cards. Additionally, this printer lets 
you print images from a USB flash drive or 
a PictBridge-enabled device. 



Dell 1320c $299 
www.dell.com 

Color laser printers are often big 
and bulky, but the Dell 1320c is 
only a little taller than a stan- 
dard monochrome laser, so your 
1 gift recipient won't need to clear 
a lot of desk space. This stylish 
color printer is no slouch, either, 
producing color documents at 12ppm 
and monochrome material at 16ppm. 
The 1320c can handle specialty media, such as envelopes and post- 
cards, via a single-sheet manual feed slot. For easy maintenance, the 
1320c includes a side panel that lets users simply slide the toner car- 
tridges in or out. As an added bonus, the Dell printer software sends 
an alert when a cartridge runs low on toner. 



Stocking Stuffers 



Fellowes Mars ML-95 Laminator $69.99 

www.fel lowes.com 



Often-referenced doc- 
uments, such as the 
family to-do list, 
suffer from a lot 
of wear and tear. If 
a person on your hol- 
iday list (such as a busy mom who's always on the 
go) needs to prevent creases, stains, smudges, or 
wrinkles on printed material, consider the Mars 
ML-95 Laminator. This portable model features a 
carrying handle and can accommodate material up 
to 8.5 x 11 inches. 

Memorex AquaGuard Inkjet 
Printable CD-R 10 Pack $12.99 




www.memorex.com 



m 



H P PhotoSmart C5280 $149.99 

www.hp.com 

An MFD (multifunction device) offers the capability to print, scan, and 
copy from a single unit, which can help the special multitasking person 
on your list maximize desk space. The Photosmart C5280 is part of a 
new breed of AAFDs that can produce lab-quality photos and print la- 
bels on inkjet-ready CDs and DVDs. The 4,800 x 4,800dpi integrated 
scanner lets your friend scan or copy old photos without reducing the 
picture's image quality. When copying, users can preview images on the 
2.4-inch LCD before printing. The C5280 supports all the popular types 
of memory cards, and the LCD panel includes controls to edit the im- 
ages. The C5280 provides a 
125-sheet main paper tray 
and a 20-sheet 4x6 photo 
paper tray, so your friend 
won't need to switch the 
paper each time he or she 
prints a photo or document. 






Designed for printers 
with CD/DVD labeling 
capabilities, Memorex's 
AquaGuard technology 
helps prevent ink from 
smearing or spreading 
on the disc label. Addition- 
ally, the blank discs' print- 
ing surface is smudge- and 
water-resistant, so the disc 
labels will stay eye-catching. 



HP bt450 Wireless Printer 
And PC Adapter $39.99 
www.hp.com 

This USB dongle lets the HP Photosmart A526 
(and other compatible HP printers) receive pic- 
tures from Bluetooth- enabled devices, such as 
camera phones, digital cameras, and PDAs (per- 
sonal digital assistants). When used with the 
portable A526 printer, the HP bt450 adapter is a 
great companion at parties, local sports events, or 
reunions to let friends and family print and share 
their photos on the spot. 




s 
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fHoNiTORS & Displays 



J^ t wasn't so long ago that a simple, non-widescreen, 19-inch LCD was 
**| quite a nice computer upgrade — and a fairly expensive one. Today, 
* widescreen monitors are all the rage, and the prices for many widescreen 
monitors are actually pretty tolerable, even for larger displays. M 
Let's take a look at some displays that we're sure just about 
anyone will be happy to unwrap this holiday season. 

by Michael Sweet 



Samsung SyncMaster 275T $999.99 

www.samsung.com 

Samsung has come on strong the past few years as one of the best 
LCD PC monitor and LCD TV manufacturers. The SyncMaster 
275T is a 27-inch display that has just about everything anyone 
could want in a widescreen monitor. It has a resolution of 1,920 x 
1,200 and an excellent 500cd/m2 brightness. Perhaps the moni- 
tor's best feature is its amazing contrast ratio of 3,000:1; this dis- 
play can generate deep blacks and bright whites. 

Speaking of high-def, this monitor has an HDCP (high-band- 
width digital content protection) connection, so feel free to 
run that high-definition DRM (digital rights managements- 
protected video on your PC. An HDCP display will ensure that 
you'll be able to watch any video with DRM protection at its 
best resolution. Without HDCP, that video may be downgraded 

from gorgeous high-defin- 
ition to run-of-the-mill 
"DVD quality" video. The 
SyncMaster 275T's 6ms 
(milliseconds) response 
time is also impressive for 
a monitor of this size. 
Samsung also saw fit to 
integrate four USB ports 
into the monitor's bezel, 
so you can connect your 
mouse and keyboard 
directly into the monitor. 
Samsung has a real winner here. 



Stocking Stuffers 





Image courtesy 
of Apple 



Apple Cinema HD Display 

AA9179LL/A $1,799 

www.apple.com 

You're going to have to set up a really big Christmas tree this 
year if you want to squeeze this display under it. Apple's 30-inch 
Cinema display is one of the biggest and best you can find for 
your PC. It has a massive 2,560 x 1,600 screen resolution and a 
700:1 contrast ratio. (The greater the contrast ratio, the bigger 
the difference is between the darkest dark colors and whitest 
whites on-screen, so the bigger the number, the better.) Its 14ms 
response time is just a bit on the slow side, but that's not un- 
usual for such a large monitor, and it should still be good 
enough for fast-paced action on-screen. 

You'd expect an Apple product to look as good as it functions, 
and that's certainly the case here. The Apple Cinema Display has 
a gorgeous anodized aluminum case. Its bezel is very slim, so you 
could put two of them side-by-side and hardly lose the illusion of 
one very widescreen display. We also like the fact that Apple in- 
corporated a pair of FireWire 400 ports into the display, as well as 
two USB ports. Beautiful. 





Pantone huey 

www.pantone.com 



$89 




If the person you're giving a monitor to is 
a serious shutterbug or video enthusiast, 
then you'll want to pick up a color calibra- 
tion kit to ensure that the monitor's color 
is as accurate as possible. Pantone's huey is 
excellent for this, and at $89, it's pretty af- 
fordable compared to most calibration kits. 



Dust-Off LCD Screen Cleaning System $8.99 

www.s h o pf al co n .com 

It doesn't take long to notice 
some dust and a few smudges on 
a new monitor's screen. Pick up 
a package of monitor cleaning 

I wipes or a monitor cleaning kit. 

They're definitely "stocking 
R? stuffer" size and will come in 

handy. We like the Dust-Off 
LCD Screen Cleaning System 
from Falcon Safety Products. 
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HPw2408 $570 

www.hp.com 

Not everyone wants to pony up for an extra-large LCD, but many 
users still want a lot of screen real estate at a friendly price. HP's 
24-inch w2408 monitor fits that description well. It has a wide- 
screen resolution of 1,920 x 1,200 and a better-than-average con- 
trast ratio of 1,000:1. The w2408 also has an HDCP connection, 
so it's compatible with DRM-protected high-definition video, a 
feature that's becoming more important as we move into the HD 
DVD/Blu-ray era. 

Naturally, you want a fast display to keep up with that fast- 
paced film action, and the monitor's 5ms response time is certainly 
speedy enough. The w2408 also has a pair of USB ports so you can 
connect a couple devices directly to the monitor. This is a good 
way to snatch photos off your digital camera— just plug the camera 
into the monitor and start downloading. One of the best features 
of the w2408 is its price. Less than $600 for a widescreen display 
with this many features should be pretty affordable for most users. 







IF 



Envision G218a1 $279.99 
www.envisiondisplay.com 

There's no doubt that some PC users will want to save a little extra hol- 
iday cash this season while still treating themselves to a nice widescreen 
monitor. If that's the case, you'll want to check out this LCD from En- 
vision. This monitor has many of the fancy features of more expensive 
models, but it's available at a very affordable price. It wasn't that long 
ago that a 19-inch LCD would cost in the neighborhood of $300, but 
you'll get a lot more for your money with the G218a1. 

This 22-inch display has a 1,680 x 1,050 resolution and supports 
HDCP high-def video, a feature that you'll usually find only on more 
expensive displays. Its 700:1 contrast ratio is acceptable for a monitor 
of this size, and it will still yield good color contrast between dark 
and light colors. Of course, the 5ms response time is plenty fast 
enough for fast-moving video, such as games or action movies. The 
G218a1 doesn't include USB or FireWire connections, but we're 
happy to sacrifice extra ports for an HDCP monitor that costs less 
than $300. 



Dynex 10-foot DVI Cable 

www.bestbuy.com 



$47.99 




Some monitors include a DVI (Digital 
Visual Interface) cable so you can connect 
your new monitor to your PC right out of 
the box. If the monitor you buy doesn't 
include a DVI cable, be sure to snag one 
when you buy the monitor. And don't 
feel as though you have to buy the most 
expensive cable available. An in-house 
brand, such as a Dynex cable from Best 
Buy, will get the job done. 




DVD movie of choice 

Whenever we get a new monitor (especially 
a widescreen model), our favorite thing to do 
is pop in a brand-new DVD. If you're con- 
necting the monitor to a PC with a good 
audio system and a TV tuner, you've 
just made a nice, new mini home 
entertainment center. Buying a 
new DVD to go with a new mon- 
itor is one of the best ways to 
enjoy it. 
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THice, Keyboards & Other Input Oevices 






1^ hey are our faithful compan- 
ions in Web surfing, email, 
chat, photo editing, and about 
any other activity we tackle with our 
computers. We're speaking of input 
devices, of course — mice, keyboards, 
Web cams, and other devices that help 



us enter text in Word documents, zap 
zombies in virtual worlds, go click- 
crazy at Amazon.com, and touch up 
digital photos in Photoshop. 

Finding the perfect mouse or key- 
board is a definite matter of personal 
taste that usually involves comfort, 



functionality, cost, style, and other fac- 
tors. Fortunately, manufacturers offer 
a great deal of varieties to choose from, 
including the following devices, which 
represent some of the newest available, 
as well as a few of our current favorites. 
by Blaine Flamig 



Logitech VX Nano Cordless Laser 
Mouse for Notebooks $69.99 

wwwJogitech.com 




Although Logitech aims this exceptional rodent at notebook users, it represents itself 
equally well in desktop use. Cordless ability comes thanks to what Logitech calls the 
world's smallest 27MHz USB receiver for mice. When plugged in to a USB port, the re- 
ceiver measures just 8mm, meaning you can safely leave it plugged in during transpor- 
tation without worry of damage. Equally good is the mouse's solid construction and 
execution of Web searches via its One-Touch button and graceful scrolling via its excel- 
lent MicroGear scroll wheel. The cell phone-sized Nano measures small but stands large. 



Logitech MX Air Rechargeabl 
Cordless Air Mouse $149.99 



Microsoft Mobile Memory 
Mouse 8000 $99.95 
www.microsoft.com 

Microsoft's impish Memory Mouse 8000 is note- 
worthy for a few reasons. The silver-and-black, 
puck-sized 8000 works with either a bundled 
2.4GHz USB transceiver or Bluetooth connectivity. 
The transceiver doubles as a 1GB USB memory 
drive. Although flash drives are a dime a dozen, 
combining transceiver and storage duties in one 
device frees up a USB port and means fewer de- 
vices to keep track of. The transceiver also plays a 
role in recharging the 8000's NiMH (nickel-metal 
hydride) battery via an unconventional but effec- 
tive magnetic-cord approach. Add in Microsoft's 
great Magnifier tool, four- 
way scrolling, five con- 
figurable buttons, 
and Vista com- 
patibility, and 
the 8000 is a 
fine dual- 
duty travel 
companion. 








www.logitech.com 



If the MX Air's glossy-black, semitransparent looks don't sell you 
on this incredible mouse from revered device maker Logitech, then its futuristic, 
streamlined construction and ability to navigate on and off the desk from up to 
30 feet away via 2.4GHz wireless connectivity and Freespace motion technology 
should. Although indisputably pricey at nearly $150, Logitech bundles an equally 
attractive charger to rejuvenate the MX Air's Li-Ion battery and plenty of built-in 
functionality via SetPoint software. Ultimately, though, your $150 puts a wonder- 
fully functional piece of sculpture on your desk. 



Microsoft Wireless Entertainment 
Desktop 8000 $299.95 
www.microsoft.com 

Yes, the Desktop 8000 really is priced a nickel shy of $300. Still, the rechargeable 
keyboard (four NiMH batteries) comes with the great Wireless Laser Mouse 8000 
($89.95 standalone) and oozes with Vista-compatible functions geared to couch- 
side users who want multimedia control. Microsoft calls the 8000 the ultimate key- 
board, and it might be. Whether it's the motion-sensitive, LED-backlit buttons; 
built-in light sensor; 2.4GHz Bluetooth connectivity; quick-launch buttons; inte- 
grated Navigation Pad (no mouse required); or charging hub sporting four USB 
ports, the Desktop 8000 is impressively armed. Whether 
all that and a handsome brushed-aluminum body 
can get you to pull the $300 trigger is 
another question. 




Kensington SlimBlade Media^' ie Media Notebook Set, part of Kensington's new SlimBlade line, doesn't exactly "reinvent the 



Notebook Set $129.99 

www.kensington.com 



T ] 




computer interface" as Kensington suggests, but its straightforward use of magnets is a definite suc- 
cess. Essentially, the Notebook Set amounts to wireless keyboard, mouse, and keypad modules you 
can connect in any order using the magnets. Additionally, an optional wireless SlimBlade Media 
Remote ($19.99) controls Windows Media Center content from 30 feet away. As for the modules, 
the laser mouse has a 360-degree scroll wheel and powers off automatically; the keyboard is Win- 
dows- and Mac-friendly (a Kensington trait) and has OS (operating system)-dedicated buttons in- 
tegrated; and one transceiver connects everything. 



Creative Live! Cam Optia AF $129.99 

www.creative.com 

That "AF" in the Optia's name stands for auto- 
focus, as in this 2MP (megapixel) Web cam will 
automatically focus the video and still photos you 
shoot or stream. (You can take photos of up to 
8MP with software enhancement.) This beauty 
will also auto-adjust white balance, brightness, 
and other lighting settings, and Creative's Live! 
Audio tool automatically cancels background 
noises the camera's built-in microphones pick up. 
Just as nice is the Optia's twisting-body design; 
versatile mounting bracket; 30fps (frames per 
second) 640 x 480 video captures; and scores of 
special effects, avatars, and other software goodies 
Creative throws in. Comparably priced with Mi- 
crosoft's LifeCam and Logitech's QuickCam mod- 
els, the Optia looks and works equally well with 
desktops or notebooks. 




Logitech Wave 

Keyboard $49.99 
www.logitech.com 

The Wave, available as a corded standalone or 
cordless Desktop Wave keyboard-mouse combo 
($89.99) looks great, and its Vista-specific buttons (Flip 3D, Zoom, 
Gadgets, etc.) are a nice touch, but the reason to make a fuss over Logitech's 
newest keyboard is its gradual 5-degree curving U-shape layout and contoured 
"wave" keys. The prevailing idea behind the design is that because our fingers 
aren't the same length, keyboard keys should accommodate the differences. By 
using various key heights (the A and ENTER keys are higher than the C and H 
keys, for example), Logitech says the Wave offers better ergonomics and more 
natural hand positioning. We say the Wave is yet another hit for Logitech. 
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IOGEAR Digital Scribe $99.95 

www.iogear.com 

IOGEAR describes the Digital Scribe as the first device that can 
capture natural handwriting on any surface; other digital pens 
^fl typically require special paper to track pen movements. Using 
n9 a transmitter, infrared sensor, and built-in OCR (optical 

^^J A character recognition) software, the Digital Scribe 

^_ ^ j^^ Mi makes converting handwritten notes, diagrams, 
29 M and drawings to digital content conveniently pos- 

ijf* ff sible. In addition to using ordinary ink, it uses an 
electronic receiver to move data to a computer. 
You can create Sticky Notes on your Desktop and 
configure notes with pop-up reminders. Nice. 





Stocking Stuffers 



If there's a spot on your Christmas shopping list this year for a messy 
little geek, Belkin's Washable Mouse is the perfect stocking stuffer. 
Complete with vertical and horizontal Scroll Pad, the 1,200dpi (dots 
per inch) optical corded mouse is also water-resistant, meaning a good 
scrubbing won't hurt it. When it's time to pack the newly cleaned rodent for 
portable use, Belkin provides the means to do so with its Mouse Trap, a pouch 
that not only totes the mouse, USB memory sticks, an MP3 player, and other 
devices, but also doubles as a mouse pad when unzipped. 




Belkin Washable 
Mouse $29.99 

www.belkin.com 
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Goodies & Gadgets 



ifim*" is the season for giving. On the other hand, what do you 

give someone who has it all? You needn't worry about that 
conundrum this year. Read on, and like visions of sugar- 
plums, a high-tech solution will appear. 

by Marty Sems 



Franklin Merriam -Webster Collegiate 
Dictionary, 11th Edition $119.95 

www.franklin.com 




This is a talking electronic dictionary from the legendary Franklin. 
This model is wider than it is tall, making it easier to read long 
entries on its wide screen than on earlier versions. You can even 
change the font size to suit your eyesight. A headphone jack is in- 
cluded so you can use the dictionary anywhere without disturb- 
ing the people around you. 

Actually, it's not really fair to call the SCD-1890 a mere dictio- 
nary. Its 400,000 definitions include biographies and geographical 
information. There's a 500,000-entry thesaurus, too, plus grammar 



and punctuation guides and a phonetic spelling assistant. Con- 
fused about which spelling of similar-sounding words to use? This 
gizmo can help you there, too. For travelers, there are translators 
for Spanish, Italian, French, and German; a world clock with local 
times; and converters for currency and metric measurements, 
along with a calculator. There are even games to play while you 
travel, including a crossword puzzle solver (cheater, cheater). The 
SCD-1890 uses two AAA batteries or a 9-volt adapter (sold sepa- 
rately for $9.95). 



Iomega eGo $139.95 

www.iomega.com 

The eGo has been making waves as the most gorgeous portable hard 
drive on the market. This rugged beauty stores 160GB in your choice 
of red, midnight blue, silver, or black metal enclosures. Iomega says 
that even more color options are on the way before the holidays, but 
we're still in love with the dusky red of the first eGo we ever met. 

The eGo is as tough as it is pretty. With its DropGuard technology, 
the drive can survive falls of up to 51 inches, Iomega says. That's very 
important in a drive designed for portability. The 5,400rpm eGo gets 
its power through its USB 2.0 cable. In case a particular USB port can't 
provide enough juice to run the drive properly, Iomega's special cable 
includes a second connector. Plug both connectors in, and the eGo 

should have all the power it needs. 
You'll get a software license for a 
download of EMC Retrospect Backup 
free with the drive (but no bundled 
software CD). Iomega says that the 
drive works with Windows 2000/ 
XP/64-bit XP Pro/Vista and Mac OS 
X 10.1.5 or later, and it's backed with 
a one-year warranty. Also new for the 
holidays is a 250GB FireWire/USB 
combo model (red only). This $159 
option should be available by the 
time you read this. 




Stocking Stuffers 

Pocket UV Disinfector $19.95 

www.marketgypsy.com 



Ever get creeped out by the thought of all the bac- 
teria that accumulates on a mouse or keyboard? 
It's not easy to give input devices the scrubbings 
they deserve, but at least you can help someone 
kill off the germs during the cold and flu season. 
Slip the UV Disinfector into her stocking. This 
gadget emits high-frequency UVC light that can 
kill viruses such as Staph, Influenza, and E.coli 
in seconds. It also works on children's toys, shop- 
ping cart handles, the soap dispenser in public 
restrooms — anywhere you shine its light. 



64 December 2007 / www.smartcomputing.com 







ezGear ezWake Alarm Clock 
Radio For iPod $99.99 
www.ezgear.com 




Not EZ-Bake, but ezWake. What's cooler than an iPod docking station/recharging unit with 
great sound? An ezWake alarm clock and radio. It can wake you up with your favorite iPod 
music or AM/FM radio station. The unit's big, blue LCD clock is easy to read and lets you ad- 
just its brightness level. 

However, one of our staff members, who tried out the ezWake for a month, pointed 
out a few improvements ezGear could make. Unlike a traditional alarm clock, she said, the 
ezWake's display turns off when you shut off the unit. This means that if you awaken in the 
night, you won't be able to see what time it is. Also, the setup required to make sure the 
alarm will go off could be a little simpler, she said. 

The ezWake also has a 24-function remote control. It lets you adjust treble, bass, and 
volume levels, as well as pause, mute, and skip songs during playback (as applicable). Better 
still, the remote allows you to navigate your i Pod's menus and functions from across the 
room. And the ezWake doesn't stop there. You can run it on batteries, although it takes a 
boombox-like set of eight D-cells. The ezWake can send video to a TV through an included 
A/V cable and also act as an amplified sound system for an external audio source, such as a 
portable CD player or game console. It comes in white or black. Despite its quirks, our co- 
worker didn't want to give up the ezWake once she got used to it. "The sound is wonderful!" 
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Black & Decker Power 
To Go CPU OB $19.99 

www.blackanddecker.com 

Black & Decker, long known for its quality power tools, also sells a full line 
of portable power sources and car battery boosters. It's only natural that 
the company has extended this concept to cell phones and other mobile 
electronics with its new Power To Go lineup. 

Besides the pocket-sized, 10-watt CPU OB we received, there are physi- 
cally larger and more powerful 20-watt ($29.99) and 100-watt ($49.99) 
models available. The 10-watt model can provide an extra hour's worth 
of usage time to smartphones, MP3 players, camcorders, razors, Blue- 
tooth headsets, and other electronics. It comes with an AC adapter to 
recharge its internal battery, plus a fabric carry bag with a drawstring. 

A Power To Go lets you avoid the hassle of buying specific adapter tips 
for each of your mobile gadgets. Instead, it offers a two-prong, 1 15-volt 
AC outlet to work with your devices' existing AC adapters. There are a 
few drawbacks to this approach, such as the extra weight of the Power To 
Go's internal transformer and the fact that you'll need to lug around each 
device's "wall wart." However, the CPU OB also features a standard USB 
power port, so for devices that can recharge through USB, all you'll need 
to pack is a cable. 
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Solio Classic Universal 
Hybrid Charger $99.95 

www.solio.com 

Like the Black & Decker pocket recharger, this clever gadget lets 
you give your cell phone, digital camera, and PDA (personal dig- 
ital assistant) a quick power boost when their batteries run low. 
However, the Solio Classic puts a new twist on this scenario. It 
has an internal lithium-ion battery you can charge with an in- 
cluded AC adapter. But after you use the Solio to recharge your 
portable devices, try that new twist we talked about: Twist its 
three "petals" to open like a flower, and you'll have three efficient 
solar panels ready to catch the sun's rays. Eight or 10 hours of 
sunlight will top off the Solio's internal battery. Solio packs six 
adapter tips with the Classic, so you'll be able to charge various 




devices from Samsung, Nokia, 
Sony Ericsson, and LG, among 
others. Two of the tips cover 
the many devices that get 
their power through USB or 
mini USB connectors. As for 
the AC adapter, Solio chose a 
configurable design to make in- 
ternational travel a little easier, 
company includes four types of AC outlet adapters, so you're covered in 
many parts of the world. 

The Solio comes in black, white, silver, and pink. It doesn't come 
with a carrying case, but you can buy one for $24.95 on the compa- 
ny's site. There's also the less expensive Solio Hybrid 1000 for $79.95, 
available on the company's site. 



.The 



Mondo Mint $349 

www.mondo-usa.com 

Here's one of those gifts the whole family may want to "go in on" for 
an iPod lover. It's not just an iPod recharging dock — it's a compact 
sound system that can really bring someone's music collection to life. 
You can connect an iPod directly to the Mondo Mint using one of 
several included adapters for various generations of the player. Alterna- 
tively, you can use the Mint's included wireless dock to transmit clear 
sound to it from as far as 100 feet away. The system can also amplify 
stereo (2-channel) audio from a computer, game console, TV, or prac- 
tically any other device with a 1/8-inch headphone or USB audio out- 
put. In other words, the Mondo Mint goes beyond music to handle 
virtually any home audio entertainment. 

Mondo packed the Mint with the best possible audio components 
for the price. Its proprietary DI-FI (Digital Fidelity) technology joins 
Texas Instruments' PurePath Digital processing for remarkable sound 
quality. The Mint's Class D digital amplifier provides 70 watts per chan- 
nel and allows you to add other 4-, 6-, or 8-ohm speakers. Wooden 
speaker cabinets house Peerless neodymium textile tweeters and Aura- 
Sound aluminum woofers for sparkling sound clarity. Speaking of the 

speakers, you can mount them on 

the wall, if you like. And unlike most 

iPod docks, the Mondo Mint lets 

you move its speakers approxi- 

mately 10 feet apart for a better 

stereo effect. 
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Stocking Stuffers 

Corsair Flash Padlock 
$29.99 1CB; $39.99 2GB 
www.corsairmicro.com 

Another stocking stuffer idea is Corsair's excel- 
lent Flash Padlock USB drive. It keeps your data 
secret because you have to key in a PIN before 
you connect it to a computer. If you don't, the 
computer won't even recognize the drive. Corsair 
makes it easy to program this flash memory drive 
with your own PIN or even to use it without a 
PIN at all. This initial version of the Flash 
Padlock doesn't use encryption, so it's really 
intended for casual users. Corsair plans to 
release a more secure, encrypted version 
by the middle of next year. 
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We focused in the previous two columns 
about Microsoft Word 2007 on the pro- 
gram's radical new interface. We will finish up 
by taking a look at the Ribbon and examining 
its workings in more detail. 

The Ribbon is composed of different areas 
which are accessed by 
clicking tabs. The default 
tabs are Home, Insert, 
Page Layout, References, 
Mailings, Review, and 
View. The tabs that are 
available on the Ribbon 
will depend on what you 
are doing. For example, a 
tab called Format will 
appear if you are creating 
a drawing object. 

Also, the Ribbon's ap- 
pearance will change de- 
pending upon the width 
of the Word window. In- 
formation will be consolidated to fit the space as 
you shrink the window. The Ribbon cannot be cus- 
tomized in the same easy way as toolbars could be 
in previous versions of Word. You would need to 
delve into some programming to change things. 

Fortunately, the Quick Access toolbar above the 

Ribbon provides a location for functions you use 

often, and it is very easy to use. We'll talk about it 

below after getting a few essentials out of 

the way. 







Transcend (Even) 
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Some buttons on the Ribbon — for ex- 
ample, the Paste button on the Home 
tab — have arrows on them. These buttons 
can be used by clicking them or by clicking 
the arrow to get additional options. 

Some of these buttons will open a dialog 
box that resembles what you would have 
seen in previous versions of Word. On the 
Home tab, click the Find button and the 
Find And Replace dialog box opens. Like- 
wise, on the Review page, click the Spelling 
And Grammar button to start that function. 

In other cases, the options that had been avail- 
able from dialog boxes in previous versions of 
Word are now part of a drop-down list. Click the 



Line Spacing button on the Home tab and a list of 
options is presented. You can directly designate 
line spacing and add or remove space from before 
or after the current paragraph without opening a 
dialog box. 

Some buttons lead you to galleries of presets. 
Click Page Number (in the Header And Footer sec- 
tion) on the Insert tab and then click Top Of Page. 
A scrollable window of preformatted numbers ap- 
pears for you to choose from. Some galleries, like 
those in the Styles section on the Home tab, appear 
right in the section and can be directly scrolled. 

Quick Access Toolbar 

The Home tab contains the most-often-used 
functions for creating a document. But you may, 
for example, work on projects that frequently re- 
quire you to insert hyperlinks and find yourself 
flipping back and forth between the Home and 
Insert tabs. Likewise, you may often work on pro- 
jects that require footnotes, which you can insert 
from the References tab. Finally, you may like to 
directly send documents from Word via email, 
which you can do through the Office button. 

By default, the Quick Access toolbar contains 
buttons for Save, Undo, and Redo. Click the arrow 
to the right of those buttons and choose E-mail to 
add it to the bar. Now click the arrow again and se- 
lect More Commands to find other functions. 
Insert Hyperlink is in the list on the left of the 
Word Options dialog box. Click it and click Add to 
add it to the bar (or double-click it). There is no 
Insert Footnote command in the list, however. 

We know that Insert Footnote is on the Refer- 
ences page. In the Options dialog box, click the 
Choose Commands From drop -down box. Click 
References Tab and you'll find Insert Footnote. 

You can also add buttons to the Quick Access 
toolbar on the fly. While working, for example, you 
may find yourself switching to the Review tab and 
pressing New Comment repeatedly. Instead, right- 
click the New Comment button and click Add To 
Quick Access toolbar. 

With a little practice, you'll be able to navigate 
the Ribbon with ease. Customizing the Quick 
Access toolbar will make using Word 2008 even 
more efficient. II 

by Tom Hancock 
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In most of our columns about Broderbund Print 
Shop Deluxe 22, we show you how to perform 
particular tasks during the creation of a project. 
This month, we are going to go through a project 
from start to finish. We'll walk you through the 
process of creating a personalized quarter-fold 
birthday card. 

To get started, launch Print Shop Deluxe 22 and 
choose Greeting Cards 
in the Project Picker. 
Choose Printed Greeting 
Cards and then click 
Next. Pick Quarter- Fold 
and Customize A Quick- 
Start Layout and then 
click Next. 

The Project Gallery 
will open. Click View 
and Advanced Search. 
The words Cards and 
Quarter-Fold appear in 
the Select Type Of Proj- 
ect drop-down box. In the Choose Project Cate- 
gory list, choose Birthday. In the lower-right corner 
of the Project Gallery, you can see there are nearly 
400 items in the Birthday category. Refine the 
search by clicking the plus (+) sign next to the 
Birthday category and choosing a subcategory such 
as Friend or Kids. 

Find a card you like and then click it 
and click the Large View button on the 
Project Gallery menu bar. (It's the largest 
in a set of three rectangles.) The text on 
the card might not be to your liking, but 
you can change it once you place it on the 
Design Desk. Double-click it to do so. 

In Your Own Words 

Quarter-fold cards have a front, an inside, and a 
blank back. Take a look at the sections of the card 
you have chosen by clicking the left or right arrows 
in the lower-left corner of the Design Desk. 

On the front panel of the card, you may wish to 
change the generic wording to include information 
such as the recipient's first name. Double-click the 
text box and the cursor will appear. Type in the 
new words, such as "Happy 4th Birthday, Skylar!" 

If the color of the text is not to your liking, select 
the text and click the Color button on the Print 



Shop Standard Toolbar. Select Object and choose a 
color from the Color Palette or click More for 
other options. Likewise, you may prefer a different 
typeface. Click the Font drop-down box to select a 
different font. The new font may cause the text to 
no longer fit in the text box. If this is the case, ad- 
just the box by clicking and dragging one of its 
handles or change the text size through the Font 
Size drop-down menu. 

Now go to the inside of the card. The inside may 
simply consist of a text box and a solid back- 
ground. If the background is colored, you can 
double- click anywhere on it to open the Add A 
New Shape dialog box. Click the Fill Color button 
to change the color, create a blend, or use a texture. 

The text box can be changed to any message 
you like in the same way that we changed the 
front panel. You can use the inside space for text, 
a picture, or a combination of both. 

Add An Image Of Your Own 

Use a photo to add a personal touch to a Quick- 
Start Layout and make the card less generic. The 
quickest way to add a photo to a project is to use 
one that is already on your hard drive. 

Add an image from the hard drive by clicking 
Insert and From File and browsing to the photo 
you want. Double-click it and resize it to fit on 
the card. If you have an image on your camera or 
want to scan an image, click File and Select Image 
Source and choose the appropriate device. How 
you proceed from here will depend on how the 
attached device works. 

Click File and Print Preview to see how the 
card will look when printed. The layout is auto- 
matically adjusted to accommodate the folds. 

Make any changes to the project and then do a 
grayscale test print on plain paper and fold it to see 
if it looks the way you want it to. This saves on 
color ink and expensive paper. Most printers have 
a setting that allows you to print grayscale using 
only the black cartridge. 

Print the final, color version to complete your 
card. The results you get with Print Shop won't put 
Hallmark out of the greeting card business, but cre- 
ating and personalizing a card shows you care 
enough to put time and thought into it. II 

by Tom Hancock 
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Interface changes are always a mixed blessing in 
software. (Some would debate the "blessing" 
part.) Unless you sit around dreaming about the 
day that someone scrambles all the gauges on your 
car's dashboard, you probably aren't thrilled with 
facing the learning curve of PowerPoint 2007's new 
interface. We'll help you get more comfortable in 
the new PowerPoint 2007 neighborhood by show- 
ing you how to arrange it your way. 

Adjust The Quick Access Toolbar 

You've probably never heard of the Quick 
Access toolbar, but it's a feature you should get to 
know. It's the small bar that sits by default in the 
upper-left corner of the window with the Save, 
Undo, and Repeat buttons, and it represents your 
primary option for customizing your access to 
PowerPoint's commands. If you used to fiddle 
around with PowerPoint's menus and toolbars to 
put something like the spell-check feature in easier 
reach, you'll be doing that fiddling with the Quick 
Access toolbar from now on. 

You can easily add a few of the most popular 
buttons to the toolbar by clicking the Down arrow 

next to the toolbar 
and choosing com- 
mands from the list. 
(We think the Open 
and Spelling functions 
are obvious choices.) 
To really strengthen 
the toolbar, click the 
arrow and choose 
More Commands. 
Now you can select 
from scores of avail- 
able functions. Just re- 
member that adding 
numerous buttons to the Quick Access toolbar is 
probably unnecessary; you'll likely only use a few. 

Another option is festooning the Quick Access 
toolbar with commands from the Ribbon tabs. 
Right- click any command, such as the Word Art 
button on the Insert tab (in the Text section) and 
choose Add To Quick Access toolbar. 

If you'd rather keep all these buttons closer to 
the action of the main window, you can click the 
arrow next to the toolbar and choose Show Below 
The Ribbon. 




Reach Favorite Folders Faster 

Most of us save our work in a small selection of 
folders, and it's almost always more specific than 
My Documents. You can eliminate a few steps each 
time you save a new file (or perform a Save As) by 
adding a shortcut in the My Places bar. This is the 
collection of icons you see on the left side of the 
Save dialog box. It normally includes icons for My 
Documents, Desktop, etc. To add a handy link to a 
folder, choose the Office button and Save As and 
then navigate to the folder for which you want a 
shortcut. Then right-click at the bottom of the My 
Places bar and choose Add '<name offolder>.' 

You can delete the link at any time by right- 
clicking it and choosing Remove. 

Reach Favorite Files Faster 

You already know that you can quickly access 
Recent Documents under the Office button. This 
list turns over constantly, knocking old files off the 
list in favor of more recently used ones. Did you 
know you can keep a frequently used file there all 
the time? That's why there's a little push-pin icon 
by the name of each file on the list. Click it to "pin" 
a file to the Recent Documents list. As you open 
more files, your "pinned" file slides to the bottom 
of the list, but never slips off. It's a great way to ac- 
cess files you use often, but not regularly enough to 
keep them on the Recent Documents list. 

Minimize The Ribbon 

We don't expect you to tamper with the Ribbon 
much anytime soon. You'll probably want to see all 
of it until you start learning where your favorite 
commands are located. But as you start memo- 
rizing what tools each tab holds, you can reduce the 
Ribbon and free up a bit more workspace on the 
screen. Click the drop -down arrow on the Quick 
Access toolbar and then choose Minimize The 
Ribbon. It shrinks to just the tab names. (You can 
do the same thing by double -clicking one of the 
tabs.) When you click a tab, its lineup of tools ap- 
pears. To restore the Ribbon, right-click the Quick 
Access arrow again and choose Minimize The 
Ribbon again or double-click a tab again. II 

by Trevor Meers 
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Like the world itself, some aspects of the Web 
aren't exactly suitable for children. Web fil- 
ters have been on the software shelves for a while, 
but there's no reason to lay out cash to put some 
limits on the Internet. 

Glubble, a free Firefox extension, locks your 
browser to all but a small, selected list of Web 
sites. Parents or caregivers can add to the list of 
approved sites on their own or approve requests 
from the liP users. The result is a Web restricted 
to only the sites you want the kids to see. 

Some might say such a program is a waste of 
time when kids can so easily subvert filtering pro- 
grams. It's true that many 
schoolkids know the ins 
and outs of their family 
computer better than the 
grownups. For the slightly 
older age group, keeping 
the computer in a high- 
traffic corner of the house 
might be the only way 
to keep tabs on viewing 
habits. Glubble, however, 
is aimed at members of 
a younger demographic 
who don't yet know that Mom and Dad can be de- 
feated. Of course, it's a good idea to keep an eye on 
the younger users, as well, because trouble is never 
more than a few clicks away. Glubble can at least 
help to set some boundaries. 

Get Glubble 

To use Glubble, you'll need to use Firefox. If 
you're a fan of Internet Explorer, both browsers 
can coexist on your computer, but that means 
that any child old enough to know Internet 
Explorer exists will be able to defeat Glubble 
simply by opening the other browser. 

Download the software at www.glubble.com. 
Install the extension, restart Firefox, and make your 
way through the setup screens to create a controller 
account for you and a user account for each child. 

The next time you launch Firefox, it opens to a 
Glubble screen with the words "Firefox Is 
Locked" at the top. None of the usual Firefox 
toolbars can be found. The only option is to click 
one of the account buttons and enter the correct 
password. For now, sign in under a child account 



you created. Click Start to proceed. The browser 
will quickly restart into user account mode. 

When kids log on, they see a main Glubble 
page with icons and two search tools: Google and 
Yahoo!. Kids can enter searches here, but the re- 
sults will be limited to sites approved by Glubble. 
Most searches return no results at all, making the 
tools a little bit better than useless. 

The main part of the page consists of icons 
leading to various Glubble- approved sites. If kids 
want to see something other than these pages, they 
will need to click File, choose Open Location, and 
then enter the address of the site. Glubble requires 
that any new site be approved by the controller, 
which you can do in the upper- right corner of the 
child account screen or next time you sign in under 
your own ID. After you approve a site, it can be 
viewed by that user in future browsing sessions. 

When you log in with your controller account, 
you'll see Firefox just as you remember it, with all 
of your bookmarks and other customizations. If 
any of the younger users have requested access to 
specific sites when you weren't around, you'll see a 
list of those right off the bat, with the option to ac- 
cept or deny. You can also click the new blue 
button in the main toolbar to open the Glubble 
Management screen. After choosing one of the 
child usernames, you'll be able to see all of the sites 
approved for that user, as well as add or delete sites. 

Site Selection 

We were surprised to see in the Glubble 
Management screen so many sites preapproved 
for viewing by little Glubbles. Most of the sites 
with icons built into the main Glubble page, in 
fact, were not blocked, even though we never 
gave them the "green light." All of the preap- 
proved sites are kid-friendly, although many 
might be objectionable on one ground or another 
by some parents. Most of them linked to com- 
mercially oriented sites hoping to hook kids on 
various toys and cartoons. Be sure to check out 
the main account management section to make 
sure you agree with Glubble's preselected choices. 

Overall, Glubble provides an interesting way of 
keeping kids within known parameters on the 
Web, to the extent that's possible. II 

by Alan Phelps 
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Online word processor Google Docs gets a lot 
of attention because of the Google connec- 
tion. Google Docs' integration with Gmail and 
other tools is great if you happen to use some of 
those ubiquitous Google applications. If you don't, 
however, online typing is not limited to the Big G. 
Zoho Writer is one of a suite of online applica- 
tions you can use free at www.zoho.com. Zoho 
Writer is simpler than traditional desktop word 
processors, such as Microsoft Word, but it is by 
no means clunky or incapable of useful work. 
Many everyday documents can be adequately 
produced with Zoho, and the fact that it lives on- 
line means you can access the program and your 
files from any computer with Internet access. 

Familiar Feel 

Zoho works like most any other word processor, 
and most people should be able to get started 
without problems. To try it out, 
register for a username at the 
main Zoho site and click the Zoho 
Writer icon on the main page. 

The Zoho editing screen fea- 
tures a view of your document 
topped by standard-looking tool- 
bars. The buttons resemble but- 
tons in any other word processor. 
You won't see the more advanced 
commands that fill up Microsoft 
Word's overflowing menus, but 
basics such as font, text size, bold, italic, underline, 
and the rest are well represented. Being an online 
application, Zoho also includes a variety of HTML 
(Hypertext Markup Language) commands. 

Zoho attempts to close the gap with traditional 
desktop word processors by using Google Gears, 
which makes it possible to read Zoho documents 
even when you can't connect to the Internet. 
Oddly enough, as of this writing, Google Docu- 
ments had not yet caught up with Zoho on this 
score. Zoho's lead is small at this point: You 
cannot yet edit documents when offline, although 
Zoho promises that capability will come soon. 

To save your document, click the Save button 
and enter a name. The document then appears in 
the column on the left side of the screen. It's saved 
on Zoho's servers, so it will always be available 
when you log in to Zoho from any computer. 



Share It 

Since you're already online, it's easy to share 
Zoho documents with friends or colleagues. The 
Share link near the top of the editing screen brings 
up a small window where you can enter the email 
addresses of those who might be interested in your 
work. You can choose whether others can only 
read the document or edit it, as well. For wider au- 
diences, there's the Publish command. From there, 
you can upload your document to a blog or save it 
with a unique URL that anyone can access. 

Not everyone wants to read or edit your work 
on the Web, so Zoho includes an Export com- 
mand to save documents in other file formats, in- 
cluding Word, Rich Text Format, and PDF 
(Portable Document Format). This is also impor- 
tant if you need to add additional formatting that 
Zoho's simple commands don't cover. 

All Together 

The Zoho home page offers an impressive array 
of other applications that, like Writer, run in your 
browser. Similar to Google, Zoho includes a 
spreadsheet application called Zoho Sheet. Zoho 
Notebook, like its Google equivalent, gives you a 
convenient place to collect text, images, and other 
content from around the Web and share it with 
others. Zoho also adds a presentation program for 
making slideshows; a customizable wiki to build 
shared online information repositories; and a 
planner, among other programs and utilities. 

Zoho is not the only alternative to Google 
Documents. ThinkFree (www.thinkfree.com) of- 
fers a Microsoft Word-like look and more format- 
ting functions than either Google Docs or Zoho, 
but it tended to be slower in our tests. If you don't 
mind spending 99 cents a month, gOFFICE (www 
.goffice.com) also produces nice documents. Ajax- 
Write (us.ajaxl3.com) is part of an interesting suite 
of Web-based applications, although we encoun- 
tered some annoying bugs when we used it. It also 
requires that you use Mozilla Firefox. 

It might be a while before Zoho or any of its 
competitors even approaches traditional desktop 
applications for serious word processing. For 
simple documents, however, Zoho is convenient, 
relatively quick, and worth a look. II 

by Alan Phelps 
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Maybe you haven't always been the most orga- 
nized person, and you're looking for a simple 
way to keep yourself on track with appointments, 
events, etc. You could lay out the cash for a compli- 
cated personal information manager, but if you'd 
like to keep it simple and inexpensive, look to 
Microsoft Works. Its built-in calendar has what 
most people need to stay on top of things. 
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You can access the Works Calendar 
two ways: through the Start menu or 
through the Works Task Launcher. From 
the Start menu, choose All Programs, 
Microsoft Works, and then Microsoft 
Works Calendar. Otherwise, if you already have the 
Task Launcher open, click Programs at the top of 
the window, choose Works Calendar from the list 
in the left panel, and click Start The Calendar. 
Works may prompt you to choose this applica- 
tion as your default calendar. If 
you're not already using an- 
other program, click Yes. If 
you want to check out Works' 
features before deciding, check 
the box marked Always Per- 
form This Check When Start- 
ing Works Calendar and click 
No. Now you can peruse the 
program, and Works will offer 
you this option again. 

If you've been using your 
Works Address Book to add contacts and their per- 
sonal information, Works may produce a dialog 
box regarding birthday or anniversary dates in your 
Calendar that don't match those in your Address 
Book. You can choose to update that information 
now or later. Click Yes or No to move on. 

Calendar Views 

With the dialog boxes out of the way, you can 
get a full look at the Calendar. Along the top is a 
Menu bar and toolbar like those you've seen in 
other Works applications. Most buttons are self- 
explanatory, but if one completely confounds you, 
place the pointer over its icon to reveal its function. 

The buttons you're least likely to be familiar 
with are the three with grid icons. These represent 



J. 



the different ways you can view the calendar: by 
Day, Week, or Month. Different views serve dif- 
ferent purposes. Week view, for example, is useful 
when you want to see how busy you are with 
deadlines and appointments, while the Month 
view offers a look at upcoming events such as 
holidays and birthdays. The Day view offers the 
easiest way to see an hourly list of scheduled ap- 
pointments. Click the button that corresponds to 
your preferred view. 

Add Items 

You can add appointments and events to your 
calendar. An appointment is an activity that takes 
place at a specified time, such as a conference call 
on Tuesday at 10 a.m. An event, on the other hand, 
is not tied to a particular time, but instead takes 
place for an entire day or over several days, such as 
a federal holiday or your winter vacation. 

To add an appointment to your calendar, click 
File and New Appointment. Works opens the New 
Appointment dialog box and prompts you for in- 
formation, such as title and location. In the Title 
box, type a name for the appointment. Under 
When, select the appointment's start and end times 
and dates. You can select the Time field to enter 
any time frame. There's also a place to type a note. 
Click OK when you're done. 

You can also enter appointments directly from 
the calendar. Just click the New Appointment 
button on the toolbar (represented by a calendar 
with a red square) or right-click the appointed day 
and choose New Appointment from the Quick- 
Menu. You can also double-click a day or time slot 
on your calendar to add a new appointment. 

Adding events works the same way. Open the 
New Appointment dialog box and add the title. 
Instead of selecting specific times in the When sec- 
tion, select the day for the event and place a check 
mark next to All-Day Event. Click OK. In the Day 
view, you can add an event by typing the name of 
the event in the Click Here To Add An All-Day 
Event box at the top of the appointment list. 

Whether you're tracking conference calls or 
birthday parties, Works Calendar makes it easy to 
manage your information. Next month, we'll move 
on to adding reoccurring events and reminders. II 

by Anne Steyer Phelps 
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WordPerfect Office X3 

Import Data To WordPerfect MAIL 



If you're using another email client, you'll likely 
want to import data from that application be- 
fore you can really start using WordPerfect Mail. 
You may choose simply to import the contents of 
your address book or go the whole nine and import 
account settings, folders, and messages. 

Get Started 



Select the proc ; to import from : 



Netscape 
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Microsoft Outlook 
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Eudora 

Vcard 

Hbox 

'.-. e-ic- 
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WordPerfect 
Mail imports 
from several 
popular email 
applications. 



[• Account Dele e: .serene. se:vers:yesses 
17 Ltessages into folder: |<top> 



17 Contacts into addnessbook: Personal Address Book 



WordPerfect Mail recommends 
that you close any open email ap- 
plications, disconnect from the 
Internet, and temporarily disable 
antivirus and antispam applica- 
tions that are running prior to be- 
ginning an import. 

The first time you open Word- 
Perfect Mail, the Import Wizard prompts you to 
import data from another email application. The 
options include Netscape, Microsoft Outlook, 
Outlook Express, and Eudora. You may also im- 
port from Vcard, Mbox, iCalendar, and CSV. If 
you know the source application, 
choose it from the Import List 
and click Next. Otherwise, press 
Cancel — you can relaunch the 
Import Wizard from within the 
email client itself later. 
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Import Wizard 



Choose precisely 

what data you 

want to import 

and to where. 



Let's walk through importing data from Outlook 
Express, so you can get a feel for how this works. 
Select Outlook Express from the list and click Next. 
The Import Wizard moves to the next screen in the 
dialog box: Select Identity. Here, WordPerfect Mail 
will copy and import the settings, mail, and con- 
tacts from the Main Identity in your PC's Outlook 
Express. If yours is not the Main Identity, you may 
choose an identity from the Import From drop- 
down box. You can also click the second option — 
Browse To Select The Outlook Express Datastore 
Folder That You Would Like To Import From — 
and then click Browse. Identify the folder, click 
OK, and upon return to the wizard, click Next. 

Now choose which types of data you want to im- 
port. The three options are Account Data, Mes- 
sages, and Contacts. You may pick any or all. If you 
select Messages and/or Contacts, you'll need to 
specify additional information; place a check in the 



Messages box and then select a folder from the cor- 
responding field into which those messages should 
be copied. Click the button with the ellipses to see 
your choices (Inbox, Drafts, Outbox, Deleted, and 
Filed) displayed in the Select Folder dialog box. 

You can create a new folder named "Imported" 
or something similar so you can easily organize 
them later. Simply click New Folder in the Select 
Folder dialog box. This opens another dialog box: 
New Top Level Folder. Here you'll name the folder 
and choose whether it should stand alone or be 
stored in an existing folder. Beneath these options 
are two display settings to decide upon. Place a 
check mark in the corresponding box if you want 
to show a count of messages or if you want the ap- 
plication to remember the last selected message 
each time you enter that folder. Click OK to return 
to the previous dialog box, click OK again to get 
back to the main wizard window, and click Next. 

Complete Import 

The wizard's last screen is Complete Import, and 
it takes a moment to give you some last words of 
caution and comfort. The main points to take 
away: This is only copying, so your source data will 
be fine; instead of surfing the 'Net while the import 
happens, grab a magazine or something because 
using the Internet might interfere with the process. 

When you're ready, click Import Now, and 
WordPerfect Mail starts importing your data. The 
Status dialog box opens so you can monitor the 
progress. When the import is complete, you'll see 
your contacts in the WordPerfect Mail Contacts 
list, your email account up and ready in Accounts 
And Aliases, and/or your folders and messages in 
Mail, depending on what you chose to import. 

The final step before reconnecting to the 'Net 
and shooting off some emails: Restart any an- 
tivirus and antispam programs you shut off earlier. 

The Last Word 

If you need to cancel the import before it's com- 
plete, don't worry — you can return to the wizard (go 
to the File menu and choose Import) and import 
with the same parameters. WordPerfect Mail knows 
to pick up where it left off. II 

by Anne Steyer Phelps 
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Excel 2007 

Creating Tables, Part II 




Use a Total Row 

to quickly add 

cells that sum up 

table columns, 

average them, 

and perform 
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Last month, we introduced you to Excel's new 
Tables feature. This month, we'll look at Ex- 
cel's tools for adding up the values in tables and for 
customizing the tables' looks. (Use last month's 
column to create a table and follow along.) 

Total The Numbers 

The gateway to a lot of table controls is the Ta- 
ble Tools tab, which 
appears above the Rib- 
bon when you click in- 
side a table. 

One of the tab's 
functions for manip- 
ulating data is Total 
Row in the Table 
Style Options sec- 
tion, which makes it 
easy to add up var- 
ious parts of the table 
by criteria you select. 
Check this option to 
insert a row at the bottom of your chart that's 
ready to perform operations on the values in 
the column above. Click a cell in the Total row, 
and you'll see a drop-down arrow. Click it 
to select different mathematical functions 
for the Total cell, including Sum, Average, Max, 
and more. 

Click More Functions to open a list of additional 
options. They include choices such as the handy 
COUNTIF, which counts a value only if it meets 
certain criteria, such as exceeding 25. If none of the 
functions in the basic or extended lists meets your 
needs, type in your own function using the 
Formula bar above the worksheet window. 

Calculated Columns are another fast option for 
performing row-by-row functions on data. Start by 
right- clicking a column and choosing Insert and 
Table Column To The Left or Table Column To 
The Right. Now use the Insert Function button to 
enter a function (such as a SUM function that adds 
up a row's cells) into one of the column's cells. 
Once you select OK, Excel automatically inserts the 
same formula into every cell in the column (filling 
in those both above and below the active cell), ad- 
justing the references appropriately for each row. 

You can also break the consistency of the Calcu- 
lated Column. Let's say you want the average of a 



row's values rather than their sum. Go to the cell 
and select the AVERAGE function via the Insert 
Function button. When you click OK, Excel will 
switch all the cells in the Calculated Column to 
AVERAGE formulas. Click Undo on the Quick 
Access toolbar (located next to the Office button) 
to restore everything except the altered cell to the 
SUM formulas. Excel marks the cell that differs 
from the rest with a small triangle tab. Clicking the 
cell produces a warning drop-down list where you 
can choose to ignore the "error" or switch it back 
to conformity with the other cells. 

Format Tables 

The Table Style Options section of the Table 
Tools tab includes a few checkboxes that quickly 
alter the look of your data. Click Banded Rows or 
Banded Columns to add a striped look that makes 
it easier to follow lines of data in large tables. The 
First Column and Last Column checkboxes have 
similar jobs, since they add shading to the appro- 
priately named columns so they're easier to spot. 

The tab's Table Styles section offers a selection of 
designs you can quickly add to the entire table. 
They vary mainly in the color and amount of 
shading they add to the columns and rows, but 
some include other subtle changes such as whether 
you can see the gridlines dividing cells. With Office 
2007's Smart Preview feature, you can instantly 
glance at how your table would look with the al- 
tered formatting. Just click inside the table and rest 
the cursor on one of the styles shown on the tab. 

Of course, you always can format individual cells 
and other parts of the table using the Home tab's 
options for fonts, colors, and cell styles. 

Leave The Table 

If you decide that you liked your data better as a 
regular range of numbers, you can turn it back into 
one by clicking a cell inside the table and then 
clicking the Table Tools tab. Click Convert To 
Range in the Tools portion of the Ribbon. (You 
can do the same thing by right- clicking within the 
table and choosing Table and Convert To Range.) 
The table loses its sorting capabilities but retains 
the colored formatting you've applied. II 

by Trevor Meers 
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An invitation is more than simply an an- 
nouncement detailing an event; it also sets 
the atmosphere for your gathering. You can make 
a great first impression by creating your own 
photo invitation with Paint Shop Pro Photo XL 

Step 1: Determine The Invitation Basics 

Launch PSP Photo XI and choose File and New. 
In the New Image dialog 
box, select the desired values 
from the Width and Height 
drop-down menus and se- 
lect Inches from the Units 
drop- down menu. Leave the 
default value of Raster Back- 
ground and Color Depth 
and then click OK. This cre- 
ates the invitation template. 
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Step 2: Add The Photo 

Now you'll select the photo that will get recipi- 
ents excited about your event. From the File menu, 
choose Open and browse your hard drive for the 
photo you'd like to use. This will open the photo in 
a separate window. We'll work with this photo be- 
fore copying it onto the invitation as a new layer. 
You may wish to make several edits to the photo. 
We'll assume that you've 
already adjusted the expo- 
sure, saturation, color bal- 
ance, and the like — if not, 
you can do so automati- 
cally via the Adjust menu's 
One Step Photo Fix tool. 
You can add a border 
to the photo by selecting 
Image and Add Borders, 
but we're going to spice it 
up by using one of PSP's 
funky picture frames. 
From the Image menu, select Picture Frame. In 
the Picture Frame dialog box, use the Picture 
Frame drop-down menu to choose a style that suits 
the mood of your event. We recommend you select 
a frame that has a rough border rather than a 
straight-edge one, so that the photo blends into the 
invitation instead of appearing as a separate ele- 
ment. Once you've made your decision, click OK. 
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Another neat feature you can add is an effect, 
such as bubbles, sepia tones, or turning a color 
photo into a black-and-white photo. To do so, go 
to the Effects menu and choose an appropriate 
effect. It's easiest to do this before you select a 
Picture Frame because you want the effect to 
apply to the photo layer rather than the back- 
ground picture frame layer. But if you're familiar 
with working with the Layers palette, you can add 
the effect after you add the picture frame. 

Merge all your changes into one image by se- 
lecting Layers, Merge, and then Merge All. From 
the Edit menu, select Copy. Click the invitation 
template and select Edit and Paste As New 
Selection. Drag and drop the photo to the location 
you wish. (NOTE: If the photo is too large or too 
small, you may wish to resize it via the Image menu 
before you paste it onto the invitation template.) 

Step 3: Add The Text 

From the Tools toolbar, select the Text tool and 
click the image approximately where you'd like to 
place the text. In the Text Entry dialog box, enter 
the invitation text. Your text can be as eye-catching 
as your image; simply use the Tool Options palette 
to change fonts, size, style, and other text attributes. 
You can even use the Materials palette to create 
colored text. Click Apply when you are finished. 

To change the location of the text, place your 
pointer in the middle of the text layer, and when it 
turns into a four-headed arrow, drag the text layer 
to the correct spot. To change the size of the text 
layer, place the pointer on any of the corner nodes 
and drag (to keep proportions), or place the 
pointer on the top, bottom, or side nodes (to 
change the height or the width only). You can also 
edit text by right- clicking the layer and selecting 
Edit Text from the context menu. 

Step 4: Save The Invitation 

From the File menu, select Save. If you'd like 
to edit the image later, save it as a PSPImage file. 
But if you're ready to print, save it as a JPEG and 
confirm that you'd like to merge the layers. Then 
print, mail, and sit back as your guests' compli- 
ments on your unique invitation roll in. II 

by Heidi V.Anderson 
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n: How do I keep my glossy color photos 
from sticking together after I print them? 

Answer: This is a common problem with photo 
printing and any other type of printing on glossy 
or coated papers. The ink simply doesn't have 
enough time to dry, and the wet ink is "gluing" 
pages to the back of subsequent pages — usually 
ruining both in the process. 



The easiest solution is to just remove photos or 
pages as they're being printed and separate them 
onto a flat surface for several minutes to dry before 
stacking them. Of course, this requires your con- 
stant attention during the print job. Another op- 
tion is to select papers that are specially coated to 
absorb inks and dry quickly. Just remember that 
using a different paper type may not give you the 
finish or long-term colorfastness that you want. 



I watch a lot of video clips and other 
media with Windows Media Player. How can I 
keep WMP on top of all my other applications? 
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Music Devices Performance 
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Answer: In WMP 10, click the small downward 
arrow located just to the left of the Minimize 
button. Highlight Tools and click Options from 
the context menu. (In WMP 11, right- 
click the title bar and then select Tools 
and Options.) Click the Player tab and 
select the Keep Player On Top Of Other 
Windows checkbox. Click Apply and OK 
to save your changes. Now the player 
should remain in view on top of all 
other applications. 



You can easily change Windows Media 
Player settings to keep the player on top of 
all other applications. 
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i: How can I force my PC to ask for a 
password after periods of inactivity? 



Answer: There are a couple of options available to 
you. First, you can force a 
password when your com- 
puter resumes from a screen 
saver. Simply right- click any- 
where on the Desktop and 
click Properties. Click the 
Screen Saver tab and select the 
On Resume, Password Pro- 
tect checkbox. Click Apply 
and OK to save your changes. 
Now, when the PC resumes 
from its screen saver, you'll 
need to enter the regular 
Windows password to access 
the Desktop. 
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A second option is to require a password 
when returning from the Standby power- saving 
mode. First, click Start and Control Panel and 
double-click Power Options. Click the Advanced 
tab and select the Prompt 
For Password When Com- 
puter Resumes From Stand- 
by checkbox. Click Apply 
and OK to save your changes. 
Now, when the PC comes 
out of Standby mode, you'll 
need to enter the regular 
Windows password to access 
the Desktop. 



You can configure the 
screen saver to require a 
logon password each time 
the screen saver exits. 
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My PC is always dropping into Standby 
Mode, and it's very annoying. How should I set 
the timeouts for my system Standby and Hi- 
bernate modes? 

Answer: This is an annoyance that strikes inter- 
mittent PC users that may work for a few minutes 
and then stop for a few minutes — just long 
enough for the PC to drop into Standby or 
Hibernate — and then start working again and 

have to wait for the screen to appear 

and the hard drive to spin up. 



It's easy to fix this issue. Simply ex- 
tend the Standby and Hibernate de- 
lays. First, click Start and Control 
Panel and double-click Power Op- 
tions. On the Power Schemes tab, ad- 
just the delays for System Standby 
and System Hibernate. Use the drop- 
down menus to select a time that is 
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just slightly longer than the average time that you're 
away from the PC. For example, if you have a ten- 
dency to be away from the PC for 15 to 20 minutes 
at a time, set the System Standby to 25 or 30 min- 
utes. For the System Hibernate entry, choose a time 
delay that clearly indicates a time during which 
you're not using the machine. For example, if 
you're never away from the PC for more than 45 
minutes during a typical afternoon, select a hiber- 
nation delay of one hour, so the system should 
never normally hibernate during the 
day but will drop into Hibernate 
Mode in the evenings. There is no 
single correct setting for everyone, so 
feel free to experiment and find the 
combination of settings that are best 
for the way you work. 



Set the Standby and Hibernate delays 
so that they are most compatible 
with your particular work habits. 



Do I need to clean my optical mouse? 

Answer. Optical mice have significantly reduced the 
amount of needed maintenance but have not elimi- 
nated the maintenance demands entirely. Dust, pet 
hair, and other debris can still accumulate on the 
bottom of the mouse housing and interfere with 



the laser/receiver. Look at the bottom of the mouse, 
make sure that the optical window is clear, and 
wipe away any accumulations of debris from the 
contact pads that the mouse slides on. In most 
cases, a clean, dry paper towel is all that you need to 
keep the optical mouse clean, and you should only 
perform this cleaning as needed. 



i: How can I tell which wireless security 
standards my router is capable of? 

Answer: The documentation that accompanied 
your wireless broadband router should explain 
the security protocols available in that particular 
model. But if you don't have that documentation 
handy, you can always check the router directly. 
Let's use the Linksys Wireless-N Gigabit Router 
WRT350N ($179.99; www.linksys.com) as an 
example. The WRT350N's default IP (Inter- 
net Protocol) address is 192.168.1.1. Open a 
browser window and enter 
the router's IP address. 
Enter the username and 
password that you selected 
during installation. Now 
you should see the router's 
Web-based management 
utility. Select Wireless and 
Wireless Security and use 




the Security Mode drop -down menu to see a list 
of all the security modes that this router is ca- 
pable of supporting. 

You should choose the best security standard that is 
supported by all of your wireless devices. Security 
standards are not interchangeable or backward- 
compatible, so it may be necessary to upgrade or 
replace some of your older wireless devices so that 
they will provide at least the minimum level of sup- 
port. Also, remember that if you change the secu- 
rity protocol on your router, you'll also have to 
reconfigure all of your wire- 
less devices to match that 
protocol and encryption key. 



A quick check of the wireless 
broadband router will reveal 
the various security options 
that the unit is capable 
of supporting. 
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Uncover The y 

Megapixel Mystery !** 

Get To Know Your Digital Camera 

When shopping for a new digital camera, a number of different 
specifications will be listed, but you can be sure that the camera's 
MP (megapixel) rating — the number of pixels its image sensor uses 
to capture an image — will be listed at or near the top of the product tag. In this 
article, we'll examine the inner workings of digital cameras to show you how the 
pixels on an image sensor can influence image quality, as well as the different 
methods that image sensors use to capture light. 
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If you compare the number of pixels in your images (mul- 
tiply the number of horizontal pixels by the number of 
vertical pixels) to the MP rating of your digital camera, the 
two numbers may not be equal. Megapixel discrepancies 
can occur when a digital camera lists a total pixel rating, 
rather than the number of effective pixels. In order to un- 
derstand the difference between the total and effective 
pixel count, it's important to know that not all the pixels 
on an image sensor actually capture the light allowed in 
via the lens. On most image sensors, a ring of pixels is 
dyed black to temporarily store the readings from the 
light- capturing pixels and set the black level for the image. 
And in some cases, the circle of light that a digital camera's 
lens allows to reach the sensor is smaller than the light- 
capturing area on the sensor. The total pixel count can be 
misleading because it includes pixels that are never used in 
the final image, whereas the effective pixel rating only 
counts the pixels that actually capture light. 
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Digital cameras almost exclusively feature either a CCD 
(charge- coupled device) or a CMOS (complementary metal- 
oxide semiconductor) image sensor. Both image sensors are 
silicon chips covered with thousands of light-sensitive pixels. 
A few years ago, CCDs were believed to deliver better image 



quality and were used in most high- end digital cameras, 
but today the line is blurred, as CCD and CMOS image 
sensors are equally available in both low- end and high- 
end digital cameras. 
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Bayer Filter 



CCD and CMOS image sensors are colorblind. To distinguish color, a CFA (color filter 
array) separates red, green, or blue light into each pixel, and the digital camera's processor 
interpolates the color data using a sophisticated imaging algorithm to create the appro- 
priate color image. Nearly all modern digital cameras use the Bayer pattern, a filter mosaic 
that's 50% green, 25% red, and 25% blue, to reflect how humans see light. However, Kodak 
recently announced a new CFA called the Hamilton- Compton pattern that adds panchro- 
matic (clear) pixels to the Bayer pattern. The panchromatic pixels capture a black-and- 
white portion of the image, and the image sensor then combines the panchromatic image 
with the merged color pixels. Kodak indicates the pattern should capture a higher per- 
centage of light, resulting in better- quality images in low-light conditions. Digital cameras 
using the Hamilton- Compton pattern should be available sometime in 2008. 
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Image from red, green, and blue pixels. 
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A common misconception is that resolution is a measure of 
image quality, but rather than clarity or detail, the MP rating 
determines the size of photo you can print without reducing 
the sharpness or quality of the image. Because many other 
variables can affect the quality of your images, such as the 
lens' optics and the camera's image processing engine, it's 
important to consider more than just the number of pixels. 



For instance, all CCD image sensors feature an ADC (ana- 
log-to-digital converter) that transforms analog light read- 
ings into digital data, and the accuracy of the color in your 
images is partially dependent on the number of bits utilized 
by the ADC. A 10-bit ADC can create up to 1,024 shades of 
color, a 12-bit ADC can generate 4,096, and a 14-bit ADC 
could create 16,384 possible shades. 
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Traditionally, the pixels on an image sensor are rectangular photo receptors 
arranged in a grid pattern, but this configuration isn't the only one available. 
FujiFilm manufactures a Super CCD image sensor that features octagonal pixels 
arranged at 45-degree angles. According to FujiFilm, the Super CCD design — 
currently in its fifth generation and titled Super CCD HR — improves the recep- 
tion of light and extracts more resolution from the pixels than the standard grid 
pattern. Building upon the Super CCD, FujiFilm also manufactures Super CCD 
SR image sensors that place two pixels — one large and one small — in every photo 
receptor. The large pixel captures bright light, and the small pixel registers darker 
light. The digital camera combines the two pixels together, which FujiFilm sug- 
gests improves the camera's ability to capture detail and dark or light highlights. 




Conventional CCD Super CCD SR 
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What To Do When . . . 

Your PC Boots 
Up In Safe Mode 



While it's hardly the Blue Screen Of 
Death, no one wants to boot up her 
computer and see that the PC is au- 
tomatically running in Safe Mode, either. (If 
you're in Safe Mode, the icons, toolbar, Start 
menu, and other graphics will be enlarged and 
on a black Desktop with the words "Safe Mode" 
in the corners of the screen.) This is usually a 
sign of problems within your system. Windows 
may automatically boot in Safe Mode if attempts 
to boot normally fail. Booting in Safe Mode is 
Windows' way of telling you that you need to 
troubleshoot the system in a safe environment. 

Try the following remedies to get your system 
back in sync and into normal mode at startup. 

Check Recent Additions 

One of the most likely explanations for an 
auto launch of Safe Mode is a problem with 



Hide the Microsoft 

services that start when 

you boot your system 

and then individually 

test the rest of the services 

listed in the System 

Configuration Utility. 
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Possible sources of the 

Safe Mode startup 

problem are the 

SYSTEM.INIandWIN.INI 

files, which contain 

configuration information 

for your computer. 
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one or more device drivers. These small pro- 
grams, which control communication between 
hardware devices and Windows, always load 
when you turn on your PC. If one or more is 
flawed or not working properly, Windows 
might launch into Safe Mode because Safe 
Mode doesn't load all of the device drivers in- 
stalled on your system. 

Thus, if you've recently added a new program 
to your system or added new hardware, which re- 
quired the installation of new drivers, that could 
be the source of the Safe Mode launch. 

One solution is to uninstall any new drivers 
or programs and then restart your computer. 
The most efficient and thorough way to check 
device drivers is through the Device Manager. 
Right- click My Computer, choose Manage, and 
then click Device Manager. Click the plus (+) 
sign next to the group of drivers you want to 
check. Right- click a driver from the list that is 
displayed and then choose Properties. The 
Device Status section will indicate if the driver 
is working properly. If it isn't, click the 
Troubleshoot button to launch a wizard that 
will walk you through the steps of figuring out 
the problem. Or, back on the Properties screen, 
click the Driver tab and choose either the 
Update Driver option (if this is for an older 
hardware piece) or the Uninstall Driver option 
if it's for a recently installed piece of hardware. 

Disable Auto-Start Features & Programs 

As much good as they do in protecting your 
system from external threats, AV (antivirus) pro- 
grams are also good at clashing with other pro- 
grams on your system, even Windows itself. An 
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If no other troubleshooting 
measures work, use the 
System Restore tool to roll 
back your computer to a 
time before the Safe Mode 
dilemma appeared. 



AV program usually has an auto pro- 
tect feature that launches at startup. 

You could uninstall the AV appli- 
cation to see if this is indeed the 
source of conflict, but that would 
leave your system too vulnerable. 
Instead, first use the System Con- 
figuration Utility to look at every- 
thing that launches when you boot 
your computer. 

Click Start and Run, type msconfig 
in the Open field in the Run box, and 
click OK. (Vista users, click Start, All 
Programs, Accessories, and then 
Run.) On the Startup tab, look for 
your AV program (or the part of the 
program that runs at startup) and 
clear the box next to it. Click OK and 
then restart your computer. 

If your system still returns to Safe 
Mode, then open the System Con- 
figuration Utility again. Go to the 
Services tab and click the box next to 
Hide All Microsoft Services at the 
bottom of the screen. This will remove 
all services published by Microsoft 
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and give you a shorter 
list with which to work. 
On the new list, un- 
check items one at a 
time. Start with the 
item that you most re- 
cently added to your 
system. Restart your system each time 
you uncheck an item. In this way, you 
can eliminate services one at a time as 
the source of the problem. 

If none of these services appear to 
be the source of the Safe Mode 
problem, uncheck the box next to 
Hide All Microsoft Services and begin 
to eliminate those items, one at a 
time, as the source of the problem. 

Check System Files 

If the Safe Mode problem persists, 
users of WinXP and earlier should 
reopen the System Configuration 
Utility. On the General tab, click 
Selective Startup. You'll see four 
checkboxes, in addition to the Use 
Original BOOT.INI checkbox, which 
you cannot uncheck. The four check- 
boxes are: Process SYSTEM.INI File, 
Process WIN.INI File, Load System 
Services, and Load Startup Items. 

Since you've already investigated the 
startup items and services as the pos- 
sible source of the 
problem, keep both 
Load System Services 
and Load Startup 
Items checked. Also, 
leave Load System 
Services checked be- 
cause, when you use 
this tool, you clear al- 
most all of the items 
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Use the Device Manager to 
troubleshoot, uninstall, or 
update drivers. 



listed on the Services tab at once, and 
you erase any restore points you may 
have created with the System Restore 
tool (more on that later). Uncheck 
these boxes only as a last resort. 

The SYSTEM.INI File and WIN. 
INI File contain basic information for 
the configuration (or settings) for 
your system, such as your wallpaper, 
Screensaver, and fonts. The informa- 
tion stored in these files is also stored 
in your Registry. A corruption in ei- 
ther file could be the cause of your 
startup problem. 

Look at the tabs of the same name 
in the System Configuration Utility. 
As you did with the startup items, you 
can go to these tabs and investigate 
the items individually to rule them 
out as the problem. Or you can 
uncheck SYSTEM.INI File, and then 
the WIN.INI file, to rule out these 
files as a whole as a source of the Safe 
Mode problem. 

Roll Back With System Restore 

If you can't figure out which file, 
driver, or program might be the cause 
of the problem, use System Restore to 
roll your PC back to a Restore Point, 
a previous, saved point on your 
system when everything was working 
properly. Click Start, All Programs, 
Accessories, System Tools, and then 
System Restore to get started. When 
the System Restore dialog box ap- 
pears, select Restore My Computer 
To An Earlier Time and click Next. 
Click a Restore Point, click Next, and 
click Next again. Vista users can ac- 
cess System Restore by clicking Start, 
typing Restore in the search box, and 
then clicking System Restore. 

This process will return your 
system to a time before your com- 
puter loaded in Safe Mode and should 
solve your problem. If you decide to 
reinstall items that were eliminated 
during the System Restore, do so with 
caution as this might reintroduce a 
troublemaker into your system. II 

by Rachel Derowitsch 
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Examining Errors 



by Jeff Dodd 



Problem. After updating his 

Norton Antivirus software, a reader 

receives an error message each time 

he starts his computer. When he tries 

to close the error message, it 

reappears several times and then 

eventually goes away for good. It does 

not appear to disrupt the 

computer functionality. 

Error message. Windows - No 

Disk. Exception Processing Message 

C0000013 Parameters 75b6bf9c 4 

75b6bf9c 75b6bf9c. 

Solution. This error message typi- 
cally occurs for four reasons: You 
have a card reader that has gone bad, 
a startup file associated with Apple 
QuickTime conflicts with something 
else inside your system, you've en- 
countered a bug in Windows, or 
you've been infected by malware. The 
fact that you received the error after 
installing the latest version of Norton 
Antivirus may be coincidence. Then 
again, it may not. 

We recommend scanning your 
system for malware first. Use both 
an antivirus utility and an antispy- 
ware utility to check for code that 
doesn't belong in your PC. Fix any 
problems found by the utilities and 
reboot your system to see if the error 
message persists. 

If it does, the next step is to disable 
your card reader (if you have one). A 
card reader is a drive that can read 
data from and write data to tiny flash 
memory cards, such as CompactFlash 
cards or Secure Digital cards. These 
cards are frequently used as a primary 
memory source in digital cameras, 
handheld computers, and cell phones. 
To disable the card reader, you first 
must access the Device Manager; 
open the Start menu, right-click My 
Computer, select Properties in the 
pop-up menu, and click the Device 
Manager button on the Hardware 
page of the resulting System Prop- 
erties window. When the Device 



Manager opens on-screen, click the 
plus (+) sign next to the Disk Drives 
heading. Locate and right-click the 
card reader in the list of drives at- 
tached to the computer. Select the 
Disable option in the pop-up menu. 
Alternatively, you can disable the card 
reader by uninstalling it, either by dis- 
connecting it from the computer (in 
the case of external readers) or 
opening the computer case and re- 
moving the card reader from the PC 
(in the case of internal readers). 
However you disable it, reboot the 
computer when you are done and 
check for the error. 

The third possible solution is to 
deactivate Qttask.exe, a QuickTime 
file, so that it doesn't load each 
time you start the computer. The 
best way to do so is by opening the 
Start menu, selecting Run, typing 
msconfig in the Open field of the 
Run dialog box, and clicking OK. 
When the System Configuration 
Utility appears on-screen, click the 
Startup tab and deselect the entry 
for Qttask so that it does not have 
a check mark next to it. Click OK 
to save the change. Reboot the 
system to see whether the error oc- 
curs again. 



A fourth option for eliminating the 
error, if it persists, is to uninstall the 
Windows updates that may have intro- 
duced a bug into the system. You can 
uninstall the updates by opening the 
Add Or Remove Programs tool (acces- 
sible through the Control Panel), se- 
lecting the Show Updates option at the 
top of the Add Or Remove Programs 
window, and clicking the Remove 
button for each of the following up- 
dates (all are listed under the Windows 
XP - Software Updates heading): 
Security Update KB925902, Security 
Update KB930178, Security Update 
KB931261, Security Update KB931784, 
and Security Update KB932168. Re- 
boot the computer when the uninstalls 
are complete. 

As a last resort, we recommend 
uninstalling Norton Antivirus and re- 
booting the system. If the error hap- 
pens to go away, then the problem 
most likely involves a conflict between 
the antivirus utility and another part of 
the system. Remove all unnecessary 
software and data from your PC, scan 
the hard drive for errors, obtain the 
latest updates for WinXP and all major 
software programs on your system, and 
then try reinstalling Norton Antivirus. 
Hopefully that will do the trick. I 




NORTON 



Antivirus 
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Problem. After upgrading to 
Internet Explorer 7 and installing a 
program provided by his ISP 
(Internet service provider), a reader's 
monitor started malfunctioning. He 
tried to resolve the issue by reverting 
to the Last Known Good Configura- 
tion and booting in Safe Mode, but 
neither solution worked. He now re- 
ceives an error message each time he 
uses his computer. 

Error message. RUNDLL. Error 

loading Newdev.dll. This application 

failed to start because Wininet.dll was 

not found. 

Solution. Microsoft's latest Web 
browser may be responsible for your 
error message, but we hesitate to 
point the finger in that direction, at 
least initially. We are far more suspi- 
cious of both the monitor and the 
program provided by your ISP. It's 
likely the former has simply gone bad 
or the latter has introduced malicious 
code into your system. 

Our initial recommendation is to 
scan your system immediately for 
viruses and other unwanted software. 
Use a reputable antivirus utility to 
clean your PC of anything that doesn't 
belong there. We also recommend run- 
ning a reputable antispyware utility to 
eliminate all spyware and adware from 
your computer. If the antivirus and an- 
tispyware utilities find one or more 
threatening files, you should uninstall 
the software provided by your ISP. 
Reboot the system after that and see if 
the error persists. If it goes away, con- 
tact your ISP to let it know that its soft- 
ware caused this problem with your 
PC. The company should know about 
the situation so that it can publish a fix. 

If the error persists, however, then 
you may have a malfunctioning mon- 
itor on your hands. The Newdev.dll 
file is associated with the Add 
New Hardware tool in Windows. A 




RUNDLL 



misbehaving monitor could wreak 
havoc with this file and cause the 
error message you are experiencing. 
We recommend that you access the 
Device Manager — open the Start 
menu, right-click My Computer, se- 
lect Properties in the pop-up menu, 
and click Device Manager on the 
Hardware page of the resulting 
System Properties window — and click 
the plus (+) sign next to the Monitors 
heading in the list of installed hard- 
ware. Right-click each entry listed 
here (there may be more than one 
even though you have only one mon- 
itor) and select Uninstall from the 
pop-up menu. Click OK to verify 
your actions and reboot your com- 
puter when the process is complete. 

Next, if the error persists, turn off 
your entire computer system and phys- 
ically disconnect the monitor from the 
PC. If you have a second monitor — 
one you already own or one you can 
borrow from a friend — connect it to 



your computer to see if you get the 
error again. If you do not, then the 
error is most likely caused by your mal- 
functioning monitor. You can give the 
old monitor one more chance by re- 
connecting it to your PC just to see if it 
works without producing the error, but 
we have a feeling you will need to in- 
vest in a new monitor soon. 

If the error continues through the 
malware cleansing and monitor 
swap, then perhaps the problem 
does lie with Microsoft. Uninstall 
your browser, reboot the PC, and 
visit www.update.microsoft.com to 
obtain all available updates — except 
the IE7 update — for your system. By 
this point, the error should be gone. 
Perform some routine maintenance 
tasks, such as scanning the hard 
drive for drive errors and unin- 
stalling all unwanted software, and 
then try reinstalling IE7. Your com- 
puter ought to be operating just fine 
by now. I 



Have questions about an error message you've seen? Send us your message (errormessages@smartcomputing.com), and 

we'll try to decipher it. Tell us what version of Windows you're using, give the full text of the error message, 

and provide as many details in your explanation as possible. Volume prohibits individual replies. 
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Update For Windows Vista 

Problem: Microsoft has identified a 
problem in which messages may 
not be sent from Windows Mail's 
Outbox. Furthermore, in this in- 
stance, a user is unable to delete the 
message from the Outbox. 

Resolution: Download and install a 
1.4MB update from Microsoft's Web 
site that will resolve the problem 
with Windows Mail's Outbox. Go 
to support.microsoft.com and type 
KB941090 in the Search Support (KB) 
field and press ENTER. From the list of 
search results, click Messages May Be 
Stuck In The Outbox When You Use 
Windows Mail On A Computer That 
Is Running Windows Vista. On the 
resulting page, click the Update 
Information link. Then click Down- 
load The 941090 Package Now under 
Windows Vista, 32-bit Versions. This 
will take you to the download page for 
the update. Before you can download 
the file, though, you need to verify that 
you have a genuine copy of Microsoft 
Windows Vista. To do this, click the 
Continue button next to Validation 
Required. Follow the instructions you 
see on the screen to validate your copy 
of Windows. Once your software is val- 
idated, you'll see the download page 
once again. Click the Download 
button, which is now where the 
Continue button was earlier. When 
prompted, choose to save the file 
(Windows6.0-KB941090-v2-x86.msu) 



In another example 

of the bugs in 

MovieFactory 6, 

sometimes users 

experienced errors 

when exporting MOV 

files to DVD. 



to your hard drive. After you finish 
downloading the file, locate it on your 
hard drive and double-click it to 
launch the installer. Follow any 
on-screen instructions, and after 
the installation is complete, restart 
your computer. 

supportm icrosoft.com 

Update For Windows Media Player 1 1 
For Windows XP 

Problem: Windows Media Player 
1 1 may have some difficulties working 
with shortcuts on the Windows 
Start menu. 

Resolution: Microsoft has released 
an update that improves the way WMP 
1 1 handles items on the Start menu. 
To download this 549KB update, 
go to support.microsoft.com. On 
the Microsoft Support page, type 
KB939683 in the Search Support (KB) 
field and press ENTER. From the list of 
search results, click to select FIX: 
Update For Windows Media Player 1 1 
For Windows XP. On the resulting 
page, click Windows XP For x86-Based 
Computers (All Languages). Then click 
Download The KB939683 Package 
Now link under the heading Windows 
XP For x86-Based Computers (All 
Languages). You'll see the download 
page. Microsoft requires that you vali- 
date your copy of Windows before pro- 
ceeding with the download. To do so, 
click the Continue button next to 
Validation Required. Follow the in- 
structions on the screen to validate 
your copy of Windows. When you see 
the download page again, click the 
Download button. When prompted, 
choose to save the file to your hard 
drive. Locate the file you just down- 
loaded (WindowsMediall-KB939683- 
x86-ENU.exe) and double-click it. 
Follow any instructions you see on the 
screen to finish installing the update. 
Then restart your computer. 

supportm icrosoft.com 



Fix Of The Month 



Ulead DVD MovieFactory 6 Patch 2 

Problem: A number of small 
bugs exist in Ulead DVD Movie- 
Factory 6. For example, there 
were sometimes problems with 
the audio when exporting HD 
MOV files. In another example 
of the bugs in MovieFactory 6, 
sometimes users experienced er- 
rors when exporting MOV files 
to DVD. 

Resolution: Download and in- 
stall the latest patch for Ulead 
DVD MovieFactory 6. This patch 
not only fixes many of the bugs in 
earlier releases but it also adds 
several new features. For ex- 
ample, Ulead added several per- 
formance enhancements and a 
dropdown menu option to Cre- 
ate HD DVD On DVD Disc. To 
download the file, go to www 
.ulead.com. Click the Download 
menu at the top of the screen. 
Then click Updates Packs. Under 
the heading DVD/CD Creation, 
locate Ulead DVD MovieFactory. 
Click the Update link that is on 
the same row as Ulead DVD 
MovieFactory. Under Program 
Updates, click DVD MovieFac- 
tory 6.0. On the resulting Ulead 
DVD MovieFactory Updates 
Packs page, find the box labeled 
DVD MovieFactory 6 Patch 2. 
Click the FTP Site link inside that 
box. When prompted, choose to 
save the file to your Desktop. 
After the download is complete, 
locate the file you just down- 
loaded, which is named DMF6_ 
Full_Patch2_E.exe. Double-click 
it, and follow the instructions on 
the screen to complete the instal- 
lation. When the installation is 
complete, restart your computer. 

www.ulead.com 
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Need help with your hardware or software? Looking for simple 
explanations on technical subjects? Send us your questions! 

Get straight answers to your technical questions from Smart Computing. Send your questions, 
along with a phone and/or fax number, so we can call you if necessary, to: Smart Computing 
Q&A, P.O. Box 85380, Lincoln, NE 68501, or email us at q&a@smartcomputing.com. Please in- 
clude all version numbers for the software about which you're inquiring, operating system infor- 
mation, and any relevant information about your system. (Volume prohibits individual replies.) 




Online 



Qln Internet Explorer 7, is there a way I 
can prevent selected cookies from being 
deleted? I clear out my cookies from time to 
time by clicking Tools, Internet Options, 
Delete, and Delete Cookies, but I'd like 
to keep the ones that hold logins for sites I 
use frequently. 

A Managing your browser cookies with 
Internet Explorer 7 is extremely inconve- 
nient since it's an all-or-nothing proposition. 
This is one of many reasons we encourage 
users to try Firefox (www.firefox.com) as an 



alternative browser. As vocal advocates for 
online privacy, we don't like cookies in gen- 
eral, but their utility when carefully managed 
is undeniable. The trick is retaining the useful 
cookies while dumping the less "tasty." 

Since Internet Explorer 7 offers us no real 
help, our recommendation is to use a cookie 
manager or utility. The one we recommend is 
IECookiesView from Nirsoft (www.nirsoft.net 
/utils/iecookies.html). IE CookiesView is an 
easy-to-use utility that lets you sort, find, and 
delete any unwanted cookies while retaining 
the useful ones. Best of all, it's free. 



a 



Windows 



QI want to run Windows Disk Defrag- 
menter at night on a schedule. I have the 
program on my Scheduled Task list and the pro- 
gram starts at the scheduled time. The problem 
is that it doesn't run because it is waiting for me 
to hit the run button. Does Windows XP have a 
command-line switch that I can pass to make 
the program automatically run? 

A The simplest way to schedule disk defrag- 
menting is via a "batch" file or script. 
WinXP includes a new command-line defrag 
utility that is perfect for your requirements. 
Once you've created the batch file, you can add 
it to your Scheduled Tasks to run on a nightly 
basis. We'll walk you through both creating the 
batch file and adding it to Scheduled Tasks. 

Batch files are simple scripts that list a se- 
ries of sequential commands that Windows 
should run. To create a batch file, right- click 
your Desktop and select New and Text 
Document. You may need to double-click the 
document to open it. Next, enter the fol- 
lowing text into this new document: 

defrag -f c:\ 

Defrag is the name of the defragmentation 
utility, the -f switch tells defrag to defragment 
the drive regardless of whether it thinks it 



should, and c:\ is the name of the drive or par- 
tition you wish to defragment. After you've 
entered this text, click File and Save As and 
give the batch file an easy-to-remember name, 
appended by .bat. The .BAT extension tells 
Windows to treat the file as a batch file. We 
named ours Defrag.bat. 

Next, select a location or folder to store the 
batch file (we created a folder on our Desktop 
called Batch Files). In the Save As Type drop- 
down menu, select All Files and then click Save. 

Before you add your new batch file to your 
Scheduled Tasks, you'll want to test it to make 
sure it works properly. Using a batch file or 
script is easy; simply double-click the batch 
file, and it should start executing the defrag 
command. If it runs properly (meaning it 
launches a DOS window and begins running), 
skip ahead to our instructions for adding it to 
your Scheduled Tasks. There's no need to wait 
for the defrag to complete; it should be ap- 
parent from the DOS window that the com- 
mand is executing. If it doesn't run properly, 
make sure that it matches our instructions 
and that you didn't make a typing error. 

Once you have a properly running batch 
file, it's time to add it to your Scheduled Tasks. 
Click Start, Control Panel, Performance And 
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Maintenance, and Scheduled Tasks. Next, 
double-click Add Scheduled Task. When the 
Scheduled Task Wizard launches, click Next 
and then Browse. Browse to where you saved 
your batch file, select it, and then click Open. 
Click the appropriate radio button for how 
frequently you want this batch file to run and 
then click Next. Next, set the time you want 



the batch file to start and then click Next. The 
next menu is used if you need to run the batch 
file as a different user. In our exam- 
ple, simply click Next and then Finish. You 
should now see this batch file listed under 
your Scheduled Tasks. Check its status in a 
day, and it should show that it ran when you 
scheduled it. 




Software 



QI have just purchased a new notebook 
computer that came preinstalled with a 
trial version of Office 2007. I'd prefer to in- 
stall a copy of Office 2003 that I own, as it sat- 
isfies my needs. This software requires ac- 
tivation by Microsoft. What process or docu- 
mentation do I need to activate it on the new 
machine? I tried to search the MS Knowledge 
Base with little success. 

A As you've discovered, Office 2003 in- 
cludes an activation requirement to deter 
software piracy. Although we've never had 
any difficulty with activating Office 2003, 
there are some situations that may arise that 
can be troublesome. 

Normally when you install Office 2003, it 
will automatically prompt you to activate 
your installation. All you have to do at this 
point is enter the product key that came with 
your copy of Office. Each product key is 
linked to a license that determines how many 
computers can use a copy of Office. For most 
home users, Office can only be installed on 
one computer at a time. 



The activation process works in one of two 
ways: via the Internet or over the phone. You 
can choose either one, though online activa- 
tion is usually quicker and easier. Simply 
enter your product key when prompted, and 
the installation wizard will contact Microsoft, 
verify the product key, and proceed with acti- 
vating your copy of Office. If you choose to 
activate over the phone, you'll need to select 
this option during installation and call the 
number specified. The operator will ask you 
for your product key and will then provide 
you with an activation code that you'll enter 
into the activation wizard. 

Although most methods are usually smooth 
processes, you can run into trouble if you've 
inadvertently installed or reinstalled Office too 
many times. In addition, if you change or up- 
grade too many components in your com- 
puter, the activation system may be triggered, 
prompting you to reactivate your Office instal- 
lation. If you have any difficulty reactivating 
your installation, it's best to use the phone ac- 
tivation system so that you can explain the cir- 
cumstances surrounding your installation. 




Hardware 



QI am visiting my family and so far have 
had to use a dial-up Internet connec- 
tion. My family has a wireless network in their 
office not too far away, and I'd like to try 
using it since that would be a much faster 
connection. I'm considering buying a wireless 
card for my Toshiba notebook, but I have no 
idea how to set it up, and I'm a bit concerned. 

A You didn't mention which model note- 
book you have or the type of wire- 
less card, but installing and configuring a 



wireless connection is a process that 
shouldn't be too difficult, provided you have 
some information from your family about 
their wireless network. 

However, before you open your packaging 
and start the installation process, you'll want 
to consider whether your plans will work. Wi- 
Fi networks have a relatively limited range, 
typically under 300 feet, and if there are any 
substantial obstructions between you and the 
network's access points, the network may be 
unusable. If your family members are able to 
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use the wireless network at your location, you 
shouldn't experience any difficulty. 

Since you didn't mention the specifics of 
your notebook or wireless equipment, our in- 
structions are going to be general in nature. 
However, they should be enough to steer you 
in the right direction. 

If your family's network is usable, installing 
your wireless adapter is relatively easy. First 
you'll want to read any documentation that 
came with the card. Most cards will come 
with a guide explaining how to install the card 
and a CD with any necessary software. The 
process varies among manufacturers but typi- 
cally involves installing software to manage 
the wireless card and physically installing the 
card in your notebook. 

Next you'll need to configure the card to 
access your family's wireless network. Wi-Fi 



networks typically have three levels of security: 
none, WEP (Wired Equivalent Protection), or 
WPA (Wi-Fi Protected Access). If there is no 
security present, you'll simply follow the in- 
structions to tell the wireless card to "join" your 
family's network. If WEP or WPA security is 
enabled, you'll need to know the name of the 
network, as well as a password. Once you've 
properly entered those settings, your notebook 
will join the network and seamlessly connect. 

Wireless networks can be intimidating the 
first time you use them, but ease of use has im- 
proved dramatically over the last few years. In 
addition, your family has some experience 
with their existing wireless network, so they 
should be able to assist you in overcoming any 
obstacles that may arise. Although it may seem 
difficult at first, the payoff will come when you 
can ditch that slow dial-up connection! 




^M^rm 



Miscellaneous 



Q Every time I buy computer gear or other 
electronics from my local superstore, the 
sales clerk tries to get me to purchase an "ex- 
tended service" contract or warranty. I've al- 
ways said no. Am I missing out on a good deal? 

A Warranties can be a useful insurance 
policy for protecting purchases, whether 
they're electronics or something else. The key is 
in determining their value and utility. Ex- 
tended warranties can be very lucrative for 
merchants, so it's prudent to be cautious when 
offered an extended warranty or service plan. 

Many extended warranties simply extend 
the terms of the manufacturer's warranty for a 
simple fee. Other warranties offer to replace 
(instead of repair) items that are out of the 
manufacturer's warranty. A third class of war- 
ranty covers accidental damage to items; this 
can be valuable for things such as notebook 
computers or digital cameras that might be 
dropped or damaged easily. 

Before you purchase any extended warranty, 
you need to consider several factors. The first 
is the length of the original manufacturer's 
warranty. If it's more than a year, the value in 
an extended warranty drops dramatically. 

The next factor is the expected lifespan of the 
item you're purchasing. If it's a big-ticket item 



that you expect to use for five or more years, it 
would be a better candidate than something like 
a DVD player that you expect to replace in a 
year or two with a Blu-ray or HD DVD player. 

An additional factor is the likelihood of the 
item failing while out of the manufacturer's 
warranty period. This is the hardest factor to 
evaluate, but it's also where you can save the 
most money by researching the product before 
you buy. Whether it's from reviews in maga- 
zines such as Smart Computing or through 
Internet searches, it pays to see if others have 
had bad luck with the item you're interested in. 
Obviously this is harder if the item or compo- 
nent has just been released, but that's a penalty 
you pay if you're an early adopter. 

A final factor to consider is peace of mind. As 
long as the fine print on the warranty doesn't 
unduly restrict its coverage, an extended war- 
ranty can ease any concern about support for a 
big-ticket purchase. 

Our recommendation for extended war- 
ranties is to generally decline when offered. We 
would rather spend the money an extended 
warranty would require on a quality compo- 
nent or item that had received excellent reviews 
from reputable sources. It's a false economy to 
buy a cheap component and then "protect" it 
with an extended warranty. 
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Windows 



QI have received an email with an attach- 
ment ending in the extension .PPS. I have 
downloaded the program but still get a message 
that says that a file association is necessary. I 
have gone to the Control Panel and clicked the 
File Association folder and have had no luck 
with opening the file attached to the email. Can 
you give me a little help, please? 

A .PPS is the file extension given to Microsoft 
PowerPoint slideshows. If you do not have 
PowerPoint installed on your computer, or if 
the version of PowerPoint you have is older 
than the version that produced the .PPS file, 
you can still view the file by downloading 
Microsoft's PowerPoint 2007 Viewer (tinyurl 
.com/yfyrhj). The PowerPoint 2007 Viewer will 
run on WinXP or Vista and will view Power- 
Point shows as early as PowerPoint 97. 

To associate the .PPS extension with the 
Viewer, you must install the Viewer first, and 
that should create the file association. If for 
some reason it does not, then open the 
Windows Explorer file manager (click Start, All 
Programs, Accessories, and Windows Ex- 
plorer), locate the .PPS file, and then right-click 
it once to bring up the context menu. From 
the context menu, select Open With. If the 



PowerPoint Viewer is on the first list of options, 
select it. If it is not, select Choose Program and 
then wait briefly while Windows builds a longer 
list of applications. If the PowerPoint Viewer is 
on the longer list of programs, select it and 
place a check mark in the box below the list of 
program names, labeled Always Use The 
Selected Program To Open This Kind Of File. 

If the Viewer is still not on the list of optional 
programs, click the Browse button. When a file 
list opens, find PowerPoint Viewer — usually 
called Pptview.exe or something equally recog- 
nizable. It should be installed in the same folder 
as your other MS Office programs, but you can 
use Search in the Start menu to find its exact lo- 
cation. Double- click the PowerPoint Viewer file 
once you've found it, and it will appear on the 
alternate list of programs. As above, before you 
click anything else, click the Always Use The 
Selected Program To Open This Kind Of File 
checkbox under the list of file names. Now click 
the program name and click OK. 

If, after you've done all these things, Power- 
Point Viewer still doesn't start when you click 
the .PPS filename, go about it the old-fashioned 
way. Start PowerPoint Viewer and browse to 
the .PPS file when the dialog box opens. If the 
file still doesn't run, it may be damaged. 




Hardware 



QI have a Toshiba Satellite 1800 notebook 
computer. I open programs and suddenly 
it just closes down. I ran Norton Antivirus, and 
it started to scan, then just shut down. I tried to 
defragment and the same thing happened. I do 
these quite often, so I do not believe I have a 
virus. I have the power cord plugged into an AC 
outlet, so it shouldn't be a battery problem. Do 
I need to send it to a computer shop? 

A Here's a rule of thumb to help diagnose 
computer problems. If the problem is re- 
peatable (if you can reproduce the problem by 
launching a certain program or performing a 
certain task within a program), then the prob- 
lem is most likely a software conflict, usually 
between a program and a hardware driver (or 
some other newly installed application), and 
the solution is often found in a software update 
from one or both sources. 



If the problem is intermittent but seems more 
likely to occur after the system has been running 
for a while, you likely have a hardware issue. It 
sounds like this may be the case for you. 

We haven't had the experience you're having 
with a Toshiba notebook, but we did have a 
similar problem with an HP notebook. In our 
case, a technician surmised that a problem with 
the battery recharging circuit was the issue and 
the solution required a new motherboard. (Yes, 
ka-ching!) You may be luckier; the problem 
might be a memory module, the fan keeping 
your CPU or graphics controller cool may have 
died (some systems will shut down if they over- 
heat to protect sensitive components), or some- 
thing may just be loose. In any case, we 
recommend taking it to an authorized Toshiba 
repair shop in your area (particularly if it is still 
under warranty). This sounds like a problem 
that is best handled by professionals. 



88 December 2007 / www.smartcomputing.com 



TECH SUPPORT 




requently 



FAQ 




uestions 



Answers to users' most common questions about FireWculS 



A firewall is 

very effective, 

but it must 

be properly 

configured 

in order to 

gain the 

full security 

benefits. 



p A f^ what is a firewall? Why should I 
l/\ v/ have a firewall on my PC? 

A firewall is a computer program that mon- 
itors and manages all network communication 
into and out of your PC. When a program 
such as an email client, Web browser, or on- 
line game is installed or updated and tries to 
communicate through the network, a firewall 
will note the activity and alert you, giving you 
the opportunity to block or allow the commu- 
nication. Consequently, a firewall is a key part 
of your computer's security. Most PC security 
software suites, such as NIS (Norton Internet 
Security), include a firewall feature. 
p A ^v I'm told that a firewall can help 
l/\ Vy identify spyware, key loggers, and 
other malicious software. How does that work? 

A firewall is not intended to be a diagnostic 
or antihacking tool, but it is a good tracking 
tool, and you can easily see every program that 
has ever tried to exchange data with your com- 
puter and a summary of any send/receive rights 
that those programs have been given. 

In NIS, for example, open the main control 
panel, select Personal Firewall, click Configure, 
and select the Programs tab. A list of programs 
will appear, along with the program type and 
access rights. You will likely see programs that 
you recognize and some that you may not rec- 
ognize. If you see a program that you don't 
recognize or that should no longer have com- 
munication rights on your PC, you can use the 
firewall to block or remove that program from 
the list, effectively blocking its communication 
and securing your system. 

Suppose that you played a game with an on- 
line option and even though you stopped 
playing the game months ago, you still see that 
the game's online module is in the programs list 
and has communication rights. Select that pro- 
gram from the list and modify its rights to block 
it from sending or receiving or remove the pro- 
gram from the list entirely. In other cases, you 
may see arcane program entries that you simply 



can't identify. These can easily be spyware, key- 
loggers, or other malicious tools. Again, use the 
firewall controls to block those unknown pro- 
grams. If it turns out that one of your trusted 
programs actually needs that access, the firewall 
will ask for permission again, or you can re- 
allow the communication manually. 

A firewall is very effective, but it must be 
properly configured in order to gain the full se- 
curity benefits. A firewall does not make any in- 
dependent decisions about the programs that 
are communicating or the data that is being ex- 
changed. It also does not make automatic 
changes to program rights. It only notes the 
program requesting access to the Internet. 
p A /~\ Do I need to install a firewall? 
l/\ V^ Doesn't Windows provide a built- 
in firewall? 

You typically do not need to purchase a 
third-party firewall program; Windows XP SP2 
(Service Pack 2) has its own default firewall. 
You can access the built-in WinXP firewall by 
clicking Start, Control Panel, Security Center, 
and Windows Firewall. However, most security 
software will include a firewall, and multiple 
firewalls running simultaneously can cause 
communication problems. If you have no other 
security software or firewalls running on your 
PC, be sure that the Windows Firewall is turned 
on. If you are running other firewall software 
on your system, be sure that the default Win- 
dows Firewall is turned off. 
p A /~\ Is it alright to delete old program 
l/\ V^ entries listed in my firewall? 

You can certainly use a firewall to change 
a program's communication rights or re- 
move it from the program list entirely. 
However, we usually recommend blocking 
suspicious programs rather than deleting 
them from the list outright. You'll see the 
program in the list and know it's blocked, 
and that way you can easily locate the pro- 
gram again and unblock it if you discover 
that the program is actually needed. II 
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Are you having trouble 
finding a product or 
getting adequate service 
from a manufacturer? If 
so, we want to help solve 
your problem. Send us 
a description of the prod- 
uct you're seeking or the 
problem you're having 
with customer service. In 
billing disputes, include 
relevant information 
(such as account numbers 
or screen names for online 
services) and photocopies 
of checks. Include your 
phone number in case 
we need to contact you. 

Letters may be edited 
for length and clarity; 
volume prohibits indi- 
vidual replies. 



A Pricey PC Repair Bill & 
The Wrong Backup Software 



Write to: 
Action Editor 
P.O. Box 85380 
Lincoln, NE 68501-5380 

Or send email to: 

actioneditor@smart 

computing.com 

Or fax us at: 
(402)479-2104 




Earlier this year, I purchased a new PC from Cy- 
berPower (www.cyberpowerpc.com), but when I 
tried to turn it on, it kept freezing. According to 
CyberPowefs return policy, customers can return 
faulty PCs within seven days, but by the time I had 
given up on fixing the problem on my own, more 
than a week had elapsed. I purchased a three-year 
warranty with the computer, so I called technical 
support. A representative informed me that a tech- 
nician would call me back, but that call never 
came. I left numerous voice messages and sent sev- 
eral emails, but still no one called back or replied. 
After another week, I took the computer to a local 
PC repair shop where a technician told me that the 
problem was due to a faulty motherboard and sev- 
eral other corrupted components. The total repair 
bill came to $745. 1 needed my computer fixed, so I 
authorized the charges and had the computer re- 
paired. Do I have any recourse with CyberPower? 

Gary Norton 
Billerica, Mass. 



Smart Computing's sister publica- 
tion CPU frequently covers Cyber- 
Power's high-end PCs, so we 
called our familiar contact and 
explained Gary's situation. A day 
later, a CyberPower representative 
sent us a note that Gary's situation 
was being looked into. We also got an 
email from Gary saying that CyberPower had 
called him and agreed to refund $550 of his repair 
bill ($300 for the CPU, $140 for the motherboard, 
and $49 for the power supply for a total of $489, 
plus an extra $61 to make it an even $550 and 
help offset the labor costs Gary incurred). Gary re- 
turned the faulty parts to CyberPower and waited 
for his refund. And waited. And waited. Finally, a 
month after he had complied with his end of the 
bargain, his bank statement reflected the $550 
credit to his account. Although CyberPower 
didn't explain why Gary might have had trouble 



contacting the company, its rapid response and 
fair compensation is commendable. 



A couple years ago, I purchased NTI Backup NOW! 3 
based on Smart Computing's recommendation. 
After installing it on my system, however, I had a lot 
of difficulty getting it to work. The August 2007 issue 
of Smart Computing mentions NTI Backup NOW! 4, 
which I have also tried, but without success. 

When my problems first started, NTI's (NewTech 
Infosystems) technical support representative told 
me that the problem was the result of a missing 
floppy emulator on my Dell PC. I called Dell, but they 
checked my system and found no such problem. 
NTI's technical support staff then suggested I down- 
load and install Backup NOW! 4 to create a boot 
disk, but the application didn't give me the option to 
do so. I've had to reinstall Windows four times since 
my initial purchase of Backup NOW! in 2005, but it 
sim-ply has not worked for me. I just thought you 
should be aware of these problems before you rec- 
ommend this software again. 

James Pittman 
Walls, Miss. 



Smart Computing has recommended NTI 
Backup NOW! on multiple occasions, so we con- 
tacted NTI right away. Later that day, a represen- 
tative from NTI contacted us and, based on the 
information we sent him, wondered if perhaps 
James was looking for a feature included in an- 
other of NTI's software products. According to 
our contact, NTI's Drive Backup! includes a boot 
disk-creation utility, whereas Backup NOW! does 
not. NTI's technical support team determined 
which product best suited James' needs (Drive 
Backup! 4) and walked him through its options 
and menus to make sure it worked to his satis- 
faction. NTI also threw in a license for the latest 
version free of charge. II 
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More (Printing) For Less 



OK, I'm cheap. Despite big talk about awe-inspiring 
home theaters and cutting-edge multimedia, my 
wife knows that, at the moment of truth, I'll cheap 
out on a sensible option with a modest price. And few things 
irritate me like runaway expenses, espe- 
cially when it comes to printing. 
After a while, the never-ending suc- 
cession of ink cartridges and 
printer paper can drive even 
the biggest spendthrift up a 
wall. Operating a "free" 
printer gets expensive 
quickly unless you fig- 
ure out how to keep 
the price of printing 
under control. 

Let's start with pa- 
per. It's probably not 
your biggest expense, al- 
though they don't call 
those packages "reams" 
for nothing. I can pretty 
much guarantee you a way 
to cut costs in half. Look at 
the last thing you printed. 
Now look on the back. Un 
less you have a high-end laser 
printer or pilfer company resources by print- 
ing at work, you're probably only using one side 
of the paper. Very few consumer printers make 
two-sided prints without purchasing and configuring 
a duplexer, but that doesn't mean you can't use both sides. 
Just keep the sheets after you finish reading and stick 
them back in the paper tray so you're ready to print on 
the blank side later. You'll not only save money, your eco- 
conscientiousness will earn bonus points for reducing 
waste and easing the environmental burdens of paper 
production. Double points go to those who recycle the 
double-sided sheets afterward. 

We're all familiar with the business model of selling (or 
giving away) hardware at a loss in order to profit on accom- 
panying accessories. It's the same model used by shaving ra- 
zors, video game consoles, and heroin dealers. With 
printers, it's all about the ink. So you can bet your printer's 
default settings support the ink cartridge business as much 
as they ensure high-quality printouts of directions to soccer 
practice. Therefore, your print options are powerful tools to 
control ink usage and dramatically reduce printing costs. 
You can adjust the printing options each time you print, but 
I prefer to set low- ink defaults and then switch to higher- 
quality settings only when I need them. Open the Printers 




And Faxes option in the Start menu, right-click your 
printer, and choose Properties. Your options may vary, but 
poke around or check your documentation to change the 
default Print Quality and Color options. FastDraft print 
quality is fine for most day-to-day printing. I also click the 
Print In Grayscale option in the Color section, preserving 
my precious color ink for things that matter more than 
banner ads and text highlights. 

The best way to control printing costs, however, is to buy 
the right printer in the first place. There's a reason some 
companies give their printers away with every computer 
while others make nice livings selling theirs. As a rule, the 
less you pay up front for a printer, the more you'll pay 
to keep it running. Anyone with a home office, stu- 
dents in the house, or a penchant for printing arti- 
cles should spend a little bit more on a printer. 
I'm fond of HP models in the $100 range, which 
won't break the bank but seem to stretch their 
ink longer than "free" competitors 
do. It doesn't take many unpur- 
chased $35 cartridges before 
a little investment up 
front pays for itself. 
Even after you find 
a reasonably frugal 
model, you don't 
have to play along 
with the "razors 
and blades" business 
model entirely. I buy 
ink cartridges online, 
from third-party vendors, in packs of 
two or three. I also prefer refilled or refurbished models, de- 
spite the dire warnings from printer manufacturers. They 
may not last quite as long as the branded versions, but 
they're significantly cheaper, and I like spreading my meager 
spending around a little. 

The money I save in ink cartridges and paper may not get 
me a new plasma TV or a breathtakingly fast new computer, 
but we can all find ways to use a few extra bucks. I think I'll 
do some research on something safe, sensible, and moder- 
ately priced, like that multiroom HD movie server I've had 
an eye on. II 

by Gregory Anderson 



Gregory Anderson , 



lar contributor tc 
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i geeks of all stripes — most of the time. Share your penny-pinch 
'tices with Greg at gregory-anderson@smartcomputing.com. 
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Fare thee well; 

The elements be kind to thee, and make 

Thy spirits all of comfort! 

- William Shakespeare, "Antony & Cleopatra" 

No one sets out to become an editor. A writer, maybe. 
An astronaut or a firefighter or a police officer, cer- 
tainly. But not an editor. One can imagine a child, 
enamored of his first-grade teacher, deciding to become an 
educator. Similarly, scientists from Francis Crick to Albert 
Einstein to Carl Sagan have undoubtedly inspired thousands 
of young men and women to spend their lives exploring the 
farthest frontiers of math or biology or physics. Why, 
through the agency of movies and television programs that 
sometimes depict attorneys in a positive light, we have 
even — God forgive us — occasionally encouraged impres- 
sionable young people to take up lawyering as a career. 

The list of vocations to which one might aspire is long 
and (mostly) honorable, and it includes many possible ca- 
reer choices, but "editor" is not prominent among them. 
With the exception of sons and daughters of editors — and 
even this must be very rare — it is difficult to imagine a 
young person flipping though a book and thinking, "Wow! 
Someone had to edit this book. That's what I wanna do — 
I'm gonna be an editor! (Son: "Hey, Dad? Can I have my 
very own set of Faber-Castell nonrepro blue editing pen- 
cils?" Dad: "Why, Son, surely you mean, 'May I have my 
very own set of Faber-Castell nonrepro blue editing pencils,' 
don't you?" Son: "Uh, never mind, Dad.") 

And yet, some of us somehow do become editors: It must 
be that a benign or whimsically malicious Providence smiles 
(smirks?) down on us and says, "You! Bennett Cerf! You 
will become an editor." And young Bennett does indeed be- 
come an editor and a great one. As were Clifton Fadiman 
and Ben Bradlee and countless others, most of them 
doomed to labor in quiet obscurity. 

But we don't always stay editors. Or teachers, astronauts, or 
police officers. Life moves on, and, for better or worse, we are 
swept along by unanticipated changes. The teacher becomes a 
sales rep, the astronaut becomes a counselor, the police officer 
finds himself owning a retail clothing store. And the editor, 
who quite enjoyed being a writer but who never really in- 
tended to become an editor, moves on to something else. 

And, yes, now I'm speaking of myself. 

This will be my last column as the editor of Smart 
Computing magazine. I'll be handing over the editor's cer- 
emonial mantle and mace to someone else, as I'll be re- 
turning to the wacky world of software development. 




(OK, so 

there's not 

really a mace. 

Nor a mantle. But the job does come with a very nice 

Swingline stapler and a jumbo-sized bottle of Turns.) 

It's been about four and a half years since I wrote my 
first column for Smart Computing. In that column, I 
promised to do my best to entertain and inform you, and 
I expressed my hope that we would become friends, per- 
haps almost family. Well, 41 months have now gone by, 
and I've written one column for each of those months, so 
you and I have had an approximately 31,000-word con- 
versation. We've talked about so many things: cars, cell 
phones, blogs, spouses, technology in general, and com- 
puters in particular. We've shared many good times and a 
few very, very bad times, but along the way, there was al- 
ways that connection, the sense that this was real commu- 
nication — an actual conversation with people who may or 
may not have agreed with what I had said, but who were 
always passionate about the technology being discussed 
and who always let me know, via telephone calls, letters, 
and emails, how they felt. 

Thank you for that passion; for your input, advice, and 
suggestions; and for 41 months' worth of technology-re- 
lated conversations. And if we didn't always agree, well, 
what family does? 

When you think about it, 31,000 words isn't much, really: 
a long-ish research paper. A typical novella. But perhaps the 
fewer the words used the more important each word be- 
comes, because those few must then shoulder a proportion- 
ally larger share of the communicative burden. I'd like to 
think that mine were well-chosen words that did a decent 
job of shouldering that burden, but I suppose that we'll 
have to wait to discover that. 

While we wait, please keep an eye out for my byline, be- 
cause I do hope that I'll have a chance to write for Smart 
Computing in the future. And if you see my byline, you'll 
know two things: First, more people liked my writing than 
disliked it. And second, I decided I needed a bigger motor- 
cycle, and Lesley said, "Sure, Honey, go ahead; as long as 
you can find a way to pay for it." II 

by Rod Scher 
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My Favorite Topics 

Looking for the latest, most up-to-date information from Smart 
Computing 7 . Check out the latest subscriber feature — My Favorite 
Topics — on SmartComputing.com! My Favorite Topics allows you to receive 
the latest articles from your favorite editorial areas from all of our publica- 
tions. Choose from several 
different categories across mul- 
tiple topics and receive the arti- 
cles when you want, either 
daily or weekly. As material be- 
comes available, we'll send an 
email directly to you. Check 
out this new feature today! 

1. Simply login to 

SmartComputing.com and 
click the My Favorite Topics 
link in the My Smart- 
Computing.com area. 

2 Select the categories from 
which you'd like to receive 
articles. 

3. Then select which of our pub- 
lications you'd like to receive 
articles from and remember 
to double-check your email 
address, and we'll send the ar- 
ticles directly to you! 



View My Subscription Informal 

Change My Mailing Address 
Change My Email Address 
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Subscriber FAQs 
View Input Mem 



Gift Subscription — Buy Or Renew 

Send A Customer Service Request 
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Buy Cunent & F.;;, r i;;.'..^; 
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View Shop;: 



Article Preferences 



-ItI-e:' isttIiohtj an:l 5ul::atT:iciir= :t int^st and we'll email you links to new articles on th 
subjects as they become available. Revisit this page as often as you like to update 
your preferences 



v articles from the following categories: (Click all that apply. 



□ Creating/Recording & Listening 

□ Media Players (iPods. MP3, CD. etc.) 

□ Microphones 
Miscellaneous 

IZI Sound Cards/Interfaces 

□ Speakers/Headphones 
'-- -- ~- - i- 

Computer Pants & Components: 

□ Adapters 

□ Batteries & Power Supplies 

□ BlOSes 

□ Building PCs 

□ Buying/Upgrading Strategies 

□ Cables & Connectors 

□ Cards & Ports (USB Firewire Expansion cards, etc.} 
D Ca s e s/C a bi n et s/Towefs 



From which publication^: you vvculd *t :: rscs .s art : t links? [Click all that apply.): 
□ Smart Computing □ Computer Power User D PC Today D First Glimpse 



Email Address: youn ider.com 

Send Emails: OAs material becomes available* 
©Weekly 
If no new articles are posted which c its s pond to your preferences on any given day, you will not 
receive an email on that day. 



From Smart Computing's Daily Tip Archive 



Earbud Ti 



If you face a lengthy daily commute on a crowded bus and listen to 
music during your commute, check out earbuds that feature noise-iso- 
lating or noise-cancelling technology. The former uses 
rubber tips or silicon sleeves that fit in your ear to 

block ambient noise, while the latter actively neu- 
k tralizes outside noise by detecting the ambient 
I sound and producing sound waves that are equal 
but opposite. Either option is great for blocking out 
the noisy commute — or even just the tippity-tapping 
of a deskmate's keyboard. 




The discovery that led to the tech- 
nology that lets you store thousands 
of songs and videos on your MP3 
player was made nine years ago in 
1988. In October, the two men who 
made the discovery were awarded 
the Nobel Prize in Physics. 





If you're having trouble with your 
iPod or other CE device, visit our 
Tech Support Center today. Just 

type the subject of your in- 
quiry in the search box to 
get started. 



Contacting a manu- 
facturer can be prob- 
lematic. We make it 
just a little easier 
with our online 
Manufacturer Tech 
Support Index. Go to 
SmartComputing.com, click the 
Tech Support Center link, and scroll 
to the bottom of the page. Here 
you'll find the updated Manufacturer 
Tech Support Index link. Click the 
link to look through our alphabet- 
ized list of contact info. 
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Small, 
Smart 
& Stylish 




Smart Computing; For do-it-yourself 
computer users 
www.smartcomputing.com 




PC Today: For on-the-go 
business travelers 
www.pctoday.com 



Computer Power User: 

For technically sophisticated 

computer users 

www. computerpoweruser. com 



No matter 

your interest 

and 

skill level 

we have the 

computing 

and consumer 

electronics 

information 

you need. 



First Glimpse: For busy consumer electronics shoppers 
www. firstglimpsemag. com 



Reference Series: One topic, one issue, 
a wealth of useful information 




ALL OR GO ONLINE FOR DETAILS, 

(800) 733-3809 

www.smartcomputing.com | www.pctoday.com 
www.firstglimpsemag.com | www.computerpoweruser.com 



